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Enchanted vines slithered up the side of Creaky Manor, encircling Lincoln Harbinger’s office 
window. A spell on the glass bent physics for the sake of Harbinger’s privacy and secrecy. An 
observer could only see through the panes from about a foot away. Any further and one saw the 
old, stately home but focusing on the domicile’s interior clouded their mind. Many thought they 
were going blind and ran for tonics or a reversal spell to cure them. A few experienced witches 
and mages who had underestimated the dud Harbinger found themselves locked inside the 
spell’s charm but knew it would wear off in a couple of hours. 

Today, a little black bird flew and rested on the sill. The vines lashed forth, whipping and 
wrapping around the frail creature. Helpless chirping pricked the air. White buds bled to purple, 
releasing their flowery perfume. A stillness. A silence. Then with a final pulse, tiny bones broke, 
the vines unraveled, and the bird was gone. 

Harbinger, sitting in his chair, observed this severity. Malevolent intentions deserved a 
relentless response. When Mrs. Daridill snooped for details on her divorce, the vines swatted her 
away. When the youngest of the Felfen children climbed up the vines, he was allowed to reach 
the window. Looking inside, the child saw Harbinger spin around and look right at him. 
Shocked, he fell back. The vines were rolled out, covered in soft flowers. The boy lay in the bed 
of petals and was gently returned to earth. Harbinger lifted the window and told the child to 
wait. After a moment, he opened his front door and said: “Your father will leave your mother 
alone. I will make sure of that.” He closed the door. He heard a loud “Thank you!” then went 
back to his work. 

Later as the Head of Harbinger, key solicitor of Newton, walked the streets, he noted the 
condescending stares. This was a not-so-good day, a day that hinted of when he first arrived in 
town. Then his adolescence came raging back into memory as a woman spat in his face. Mrs. 
Felfen beat her fists against his chest, her cheeks flushed. “How dare you tell my child things 
that don’t concern him!” Harbinger thought this ridiculous. He replied: “The affairs of a man 
mean more to his son than anyone else, even his wife. If he doesn’t have one, then the burden 
goes to his daughter.” A conservative stance on an ideal, as all children, regardless of gender, 
learned from their mothers and fathers about the world, but the truth was there. Children lived 
forever with the feelings of their parents’ actions. Mrs. Felfen finished her show for the sake of 
her family’s already troubled social position and ran away crying. Her tears were for her children, 
for her husband, and now for Mr. Harbinger. She had betrayed her family’s only knight. 
Motherhood mandated sacrifice, but she had never thought her dignity would be bleeding on the 
altar. 

When Mr. Harbinger arrived home, he wrote a note: 
 

Dear Sarah Felfen: 
 
I apologize for my intrusion on your parenting. I never meant to suggest that your manner of 
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childrearing was inadequate. I was only trying to give you one less concern during your family’s 
troubled times. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lincoln Harbinger, solicitor 
 
P.S. I will add to your bill the necessary remedies for my bruises. 

 
He had written this letter for two reasons. One, politeness was a virtue. Two, Mrs. Felfen now 
had evidence of their altercation. Gossip was a blotchy phenomenon. This would quickly heat up 
any cold spots. If anyone denied her family charity or service on the grounds of their association, 
she could cry her rehearsed tears, argue she was just a frazzled and manipulated cog in a devious 
machine, then show the letter to crystalize the waterworks in the town’s heart. In fact, she 
became a heroine: the woman who gave His Dud Superior the beating he deserved. 

His town was an oddity in this way. As revolting as his presence continued to be over the 
years, he was always given the space to argue for others. He had even considered that their 
disdain made them listen and accept his logic. They were so hypersensitive to everything he did 
on the merits of finding something to condemn him, that he became immune to the necessity of 
reputation. No one could say anything that had not already been said. No one could hate him 
any more than he had already been hated. The fires burned lukewarm. In the town’s view, he was 
a tolerated nuisance who sometimes made sense but acted like God. The pearl of his existence 
rested in these conditions. Today, though, a bird had died. His daughter was due home, and a 
bird had died. An omen? A threat? A black bird had died. 
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Juliette had been in a rush to leave home. Like most teenagers, she imagined a world longing to 
provide her with adventure, like a fruit sweetening for the sole purpose of delighting a tongue. 
As she returned to Creaky Manor, her absence left her neither grateful for the old house nor 
prepared to condemn it. She was tired. She had realized that life was overrated. No matter how 
much excitement there was to be had, life always came around to curling up on the sofa with a 
personable cat and an inoffensive movie. She had learned that people were unreliable, taking 
more than they gave, and she did not blame them. She also wanted to be loved without having to 
listen to others’ problems. Yet, one who loved unconditionally was pathetic and invalidating. A 
cat was the perfect compromise. As long as she kept food and water out, she had her perfect 
companion, silent, warm, and discriminating. 

Her understanding of her selfishness humbled her while establishing her sense of superiority 
with others. She had turned into her father’s child. In her youth, she was the living memory of 
her mother. She skipped along the river during The White Stag Festival, smiled twice as bright 
at the strangers who never smiled back, and moved through life with a free spirited swinging of 
the arms and head. Life’s melody was measured and restricted; yet she formed a mosh pit to the 
waltz. Innocence was her rebellion, but the war was now over. 

At fourteen, she had left as one of the supposedly honored inductees to the Sisestra, a 
magical dimension where seasoned witches taught their progenies to hone their magic. Juliette 
had exhibited no exceptional talent in spells or premonitions or potions or tonics or even 
gardening, so she suppressed any sense of reasoning to justify believing this was her chance at a 
life. When she arrived in the rolling grassy fields of this reputed haven and paradise, she quickly 
learned that she had no concrete understanding of what True Living meant. What was supposed 
to be her passion? What was supposed to make her feel like being ethereal mattered? After 
spending a full year alone before making a sole friend, spending most days defending her 
existence, saving her tears for bedtime, and accepting that she was the Sisestra’s charity case, she 
said screw it. She failed her classes. She still could not improvise rhymes. And upon graduation 
as her sisters in robes of gold and violet accepted their grimoires, large heavy books of discovered 
magic, she watched them from the bleachers, clutching her small diary. She was not ashamed of 
having failed. No one would have suspected any less except her father. And she had stopped 
caring what he thought. 

She loved her patriarch on the principle of family but did not like him. She had seen the love 
and mentoring men provided their female children and so knew her childhood was lacking in 
affection. She did not blame herself. She did not blame him. He was who he was: a stern, 
grumpy man who placed more concern on the pragmatic than the emotional. He did not realize 
that feelings and their own logic were relevant just because they mattered to people. So she put 
on her act. She pretended to be a happy child, her small contribution to relieving the stigma of 
their name. Upon returning home though, she had chosen self-honesty over self-preservation. 
Or maybe finally being truthful was how she needed to save herself at this juncture in her life. 
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When she first stepped out of the cab onto Main Street, no one recognized her. She wore 
dusty blue stilettos, not scuffed up ballet slippers with beaded butterflies. She wore a white dress 
with a neat pleated skirt and cinched bodice, not a free flowing frock stained with seven different 
colors of paint. Her fair curls had been ironed and pulled back, darkening over the years. Her 
chapped lips glistened blood cherry. Her doe eyes were now wild with a dusting of glittering red 
shadow. She was a ghost. Her innocence was opaque, still shining but under a frosted glass of 
skepticism and restraint. 

She had the cab stop a block away from her destination. She wanted to see how she felt. She 
felt nothing. Everything was the same. This did not disappoint her. Walking, noting the 
inquisitive stares, she wondered if she had really changed that much. But these people never 
really knew her. She could not put much stock in their expressions. She entered her favorite 
candy store to see if it was in fact still her favorite candy store. The same glass cases displayed the 
same treats. The owner, just a grayer version of the same mustached man, welcomed her to town 
and offered her one free candy. She purchased a dreamer. Popping the small orange ball in her 
mouth, she tasted nothing. 

“What do you taste?” asked the owner, Mr. Carver. 
“Nothing,” Juliette replied. 
“Oh come on. A sweet girl like you. I bet you taste heaven.” 
When she was younger, she would feel so warm, tasting at least five different foods. Her 

heart could never make up what she loved most; so she tasted everything. Plums and apple pie. 
Pizza and garlic bread. Now, she crunched down, feeling a numbness in her mouth. The faint 
taste of apples. And licorice? Yes, a hint of licorice. 

“So?” asked Mr. Carver, smiling with one eyebrow raised. 
“I don’t know... Is it possible?” 
The owner grinned. 
“This...” she said, “this is how I imagined moonbeams would have tasted when  I was a little 

girl.” 
The owner clapped, laughing. “My dreamers always know the special ones.” 
She smiled politely, said she must be going, and left with a wave. Back on the sidewalk, she 

now felt everyone watching. Their curiosity, their desire to know who she now was, or what she 
had made of herself, or what she would be making of herself–she became lightheaded. A woman 
had whispered her name. The word was spreading. She opened the cab door and collapsed 
inside. She breathed deeply, feeling a trickle of a tear in her eyes. She laughed. How silly was all 
of this? She sighed. Sitting erect, wiping the corner of her eye with a delicate touch of her 
fingertip, she gave her driver the address to Creaky Manor. 

“What you wanna go there for?” he asked. “You shouldn’t be in any kind of trouble.” 
“I’ll be living there until I find a place of my own. Mr. Harbinger has been nice to let me stay 

with him until I settle in a bit.” 
“Huh. I see. Well, my sister has–” 
“I’m sorry. I don’t feel like talking right now.” 
He blushed. “I’m sorry, Miss.” He had overstepped his place. Of course a girl like her 

wouldn’t want to talk to a man like him, he assumed. He started the cab and got her along her 
way. He turned on some soft jazz in an attempt to make her feel comfortable. Juliette was 
grateful. 
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Juliette did not bother taking in the estate. She noticed the door was an emerald green but did 
not remember it had been a midnight blue. In the foyer, she did not see the new glistening 
chandelier or the Faberge eggs that lined the tables on each side. She glided up the central stairs, 
down the hall, knocking on the last door. She stood a moment in the dark, glancing out the 
window to see thick vines growing. She heard the Head of Harbinger command her to come in, 
and she entered. Almost skipping to his desk, she removed a piece of paper from the pocket in 
her dress. Folded into a square, the yellowed paper reversed its tidy construction until lying flat. 
A cat with yellow and white fur and black spots leaped from the page. It yawned, then, noticing 
the glaring man, sat erect, peering between squinty eyes, its long pointed ears on alert. 

“Hello, Father,” she said. “We’re home.” 
Harbinger looked back and forth from the feline to this young woman of eighteen. The way 

she first entered, he had almost seen his little girl but something hesitant about her jaunty step 
made him register that this statuesque woman may have been someone else. He looked at her. 
He expected her to be different, a bigger version of herself. But who was this? If he had not 
given life to this girl, raised her and protected her, he would not have seen even the glimmer of 
his daughter within her. 

“Please tell me you haven’t fallen in to vanity spells,” said Harbinger. “I’ve told you–” 
“It’s not worth the essence,” said Juliette. “And is that how you talk to your baby girl after 

four years?”  
“You were never a baby. You would read and study and write when you were home then act 

like a typically foolish child in the streets. But even then you had some regard for others. You 
never cried in restaurants, and even at your most bumbling you never crashed into people. Now, 
what are your plans?” 

“You don’t have it all mapped out? Children chart their courses in stars, but surely you’ll 
make sure I stick to stepping stones.” 

“I have worked very hard for you to have those stars. Don’t tell me they’ve burned out 
already.” 

Juliette stared at her father with her nose turned up, eyes cast down. Harbinger was reminded 
of a school teacher he once had. The look she would give when a student had said something in 
an attempt to be cute. Suggesting he had slipped into the role of said student made him clear his 
throat as if it somehow brought a new moment to start afresh. 

“Welcome home,” he said. “Please sit and tell me how I can help you get settled.” 
She did not seat herself. “A pragmatic man asks how I can move forward. A loving father 

asks if I were treated well and if I enjoyed my time. And a pragmatic father should ask his 
daughter what she’s learned then ease into inquiring how quickly she can move out.” 

“This is your home. Any moving will be temporary.” 
This struck Juliette and for the first time she looked at her father. He was fatter. He used to 

be quite the Honest Abe, tall, lanky, grizzled in the face, but now a pot belly grew over his lap. 



THE APPLE OF THEIR EYES 

	   6 

And he was shaven. His eyes were brighter and droopier. However, the added pounds were 
nowhere but his stomach. Through his chest and neck he was still stiff. His look was somewhat 
lightened, but he insisted on scrunching his forehead giving him his traditional look of constant 
impatience. Juliette always felt he wanted her gone. Maybe not from the house but definitely 
from the room, like he wanted a presence to avoid feeling alone and isolated without the 
responsibility and disappointment of dealing with the person. She related to these feelings. In 
truth, her assumption of his attitude came more from her than him. He could have sat all day 
and night with his daughter in that chair and been more content for it. His favorite memory was 
when she used to have a little desk in his office. She would invent new flowers and draw their 
portraits while he worked. 

After the moment of silence was enjoyed by Harbinger while unnerving Juliette, she got on 
with it. 

“I honestly have no plans,” she said. She deflated sinking into the chair before her father’s 
desk. All pretense gone, she lay limply in the wicker seat. Her legs stretched before her, bent like 
a broken doll. Her wrists collapsed, her fingers splayed into something delicately deformed. 
Harbinger smiled, but she did not see it. When she looked to him, awaiting his judgment, he 
had a rigid expression. However, he was not being stern like she thought. He had just lost 
himself in his thoughts. He had realized that this was his daughter, but a bit more frozen. He 
was proud. She was as free-spirited as ever. She had found a way to grow up without fully 
growing up, to live up to the expectations of a young woman without completely compromising 
her existence. Underneath the ice, he saw his little girl still struggling to make it all matter. As a 
man who never felt the need to state the obvious unless someone had proven ignorant, he had 
not felt the need to inform his daughter of her own self. She knew who she was, he thought. 
What did it matter if she knew he noticed? 

After another moment in their thoughts, this time the Head of Harbinger was the grounding 
force: 

“If you are not going to university–” 
“I flunked my classes.” 
“Well you didn’t go there to get good grades, but it means university isn’t even an option.” 
“Having good options that are awful is worse than no options.” 
Harbinger laughed. “The stars are bright.” 
“Good. They are the only things I missed about this town.” 
Neither registered the implication of this statement. She did not mean to suggest she did not 

want to see her father. He did not take it personally. The more they sat together, the more she 
began to miss him in retrospect. She realized that she did like him, just not as a father. He was 
like a good acquaintance she could lounge around with. As an adult, she could appreciate him. 
She looked at him again. Did a smile vanish from his face? 

“You can work for me,” said Harbinger. 
“I was thinking about opening a craft store.” 
“What goodies could you provide without a grimoire? I suppose I’ll be your pragmatic father 

now and ask what you’ve learned.” 
“I am the daughter of a dud. And my grades would suggest that I am not some chosen one, a 

prodigy of inexplicable talent, written in prophesies as the savior of the world. I am sorry to say 
that I will be continuing our family tradition of duddliness.” 

“Good. Not having so much power will make you rely on your brains. I tell you, Juliette, the 
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powerful witches and mages are truly the dumbest people you will ever meet.” 
“If I look in a mirror does that mean I’ve met myself? Or should I have extended an 

introduction?” 
“Do you want to work for me or not?” 
“Can I not?” 
“Take some time, Juliette. But you will not be living here alone until you are employed.” 
She swung her fingers to and fro, watching them as if entranced. But with this second 

mention of having the house to herself, she sat up. She was just getting used to his company 
again, and he kept painting this picture of her being alone. The thought brought to her mind 
darkened halls and a penetrating sense of void. She finally understood his existence, and now he 
was trying to wipe it out. 

“What’s wrong, old man?” she asked. “Seeing me grown up has you feeling like a pile of 
dust?” 

He laughed. “I suppose so.” He had not realized how dim the years had been until she 
returned. This was the first time he had laughed without it being contrived out of etiquette. “But 
no,” he continued. “I guess I should have lead with this. I’m getting married.” 

“Oh.” 
The air changed. Harbinger felt uneasy now. He wanted to go back to a moment ago, but he 

could only forge ahead. “Yes. Would you like to know to whom?” 
“Why does it matter? You’re moving out. I stay here.” 
“Well don’t be silly. You will have dinners with your new family.” 
She laughed a haughty laugh that turned increasingly vile. She convulsed with each burst 

until she was doubled over, gripping the arms of her chair. Harbinger’s precious doll had been 
possessed. Tonks sprung awake, hissing at Harbinger. Juliette was not sure why she laughed, but 
she knew the words new family had something to do with it. The foyer flashed into her mind. 
The Faberge eggs on the table. The chandelier. Some woman had come into her home and 
changed things. 

Still hunched over, she calmed. When she thought she had quieted her impulses, another 
chuckle would escape. Harbinger was half out of his chair, alarmed to paralysis. Was this how 
having a woman as a daughter would be? He did what any person who could do nothing would 
have done. He finished rising from his desk, moved to the cart in the corner and poured a glass 
of water, placing it on the edge of his desk. She wanted to drink–her mouth was now dry–but 
she did not want to smudge her lip stain. More accurately, she did not want to bother fixing it. 
She drank, chugging the water. It tasted like Life. How could something so bland be so 
fulfilling? She finished the glass then, as straight as sunshine, stood up and took her leave. Before 
she left, her father said: 

“I want you to consider studying our laws. Even if you don’t take over for me you really 
should know the particulars of magic regulations.” 

She had paused, her back to him. When he had finished his piece, she finished her leave. She 
would just undress for the afternoon rather than fuss over make up. She made her way to her 
room, Tonks trotting along. Going in, she saw her violet walls had been painted a soft yellow. A 
charm had extended the walls. Her twin bed was now queen sized with a canopy draped in sheer 
silks. The woman had done this. Her first urge was to burn it down; her second, to go to the 
room they used for storage, put the boxes in this pastel nightmare, and start with a clean slate to 
craft a new bedroom. Unfortunately, that seemed like too much work. She sighed, plopped onto 
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the bed, falling through the cascading fabric and fell asleep wrapped in silk. Tonks clawed at the 
fabric, shredding it. 

Meanwhile, Harbinger tried to get back to work. He had never imagined such a response 
from Juliette. When she was a child, she had always told him to start dating. “Daddy, daddy,” 
she had said, jumping up and down as they ate ice cream. (She always did love mundane human 
treats.) “I want you to find someone so you’re not alone when I leave to become the most 
powerful witch of the Sisestra.” He shook his head. Everything would be fine. 
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Juliette awoke in a dark room. Feeling something slinky on her skin, she imagined snakes 
crawling on her. She thrashed, freeing herself. Where was she? Her eyes adjusted to the darkness 
and she saw tapers of silk wafting back and forth as they floated to the floor. She felt the softness 
of the comforter, and memories of coming home planted her in the moment. She had fallen 
asleep in this strange room decorated by that woman. She wondered if this was meant as a gift or 
a colonization. Did her father’s new affection want to extend a warm welcome, something 
charitable, to the daughter of her fiancé, or was she trying to tell Harbinger’s heiress that only 
one woman had influence in Creaky Manor? Now, she wished she had learned the name of this 
new family. Knowing the character of this woman would have told her whether to prepare for a 
family blending or a prideful war. Either way, passive aggression would be the weapon in this 
battle. But before armoring up, she needed to wash the heaviness of sleep from her face. 

Yellow striped wallpaper lined the bathroom walls. Juliette scoffed. Her father must have told 
the woman she hated yellow. Then this woman must have tested her power by insisting that a 
grown woman had different tastes than a girl. He must have conceded. Maybe, to maintain some 
sense of agency, he had even argued that it could always be changed back when he abandoned his 
residence. If he was moving to her estate, then she may have young children they did not want to 
uproot. Or she held power in her name and needed to hold on to any vestige of her lineage. She 
could afford to marry The Dud of Harbinger but still had to exercise a certain conscientiousness 
to the proceedings for public spectacle. 

Juliette washed her face, opened the bathtub curtain and gathered Tonks, then went back to 
her room where she flicked on the light, avoiding the ghastly yellow walls. In the corner was an 
antique writing desk painted with little yellow flowers. Positioned on top was a new laptop, a 
square yellow paper stuck on top. She read the note: 

 
Dear Juliette Harbinger: 
 
This laptop is a gift to the woman you are. 
 
Your loving father, 
Lincoln Harbinger 
 
P.S. I am sorry for the yellow. I thought you could repaint, but it is enchanted. When I am gone 
and the house is yours, do any reversal spells you see fit. 
 
P.P.S. Please at least try to read a book here and there. I am sure your studies have exhausted the 
page for you, but there is still magic between the lines. 

 
Juliette wanted a do-over. She wanted to walk into his office again and ask how he was, how he 
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had been, if he had met anyone special, and tell him what she had learned. But it would not have 
mattered. He would have shaken his head, jotted each fact down on the notepad in his mind, 
and life would have gone on. For a brief moment, she thought she had a father that could be 
proud of someone else’s accomplishments on the grounds she was his blood, but she remembered 
this man. He wanted to know her capabilities to best put them to use. When it suited her, she 
would tell him how failing the Sisestra was her greatest success. For now, she took the note and 
placed it inside her diary on the nightstand. 

She had given her future stepmother the doubt of not being privilege personified, but this 
sealed it. This note was a signed legal document. Her father felt the need to put in writing that 
the laptop was a gift. And the P.S. was further insurance, affirming that the house belonged to 
her. When I am gone, he had written. This wording applied to death as well. It was the equivalent 
of a will. If needed, she could prove the date the laptop was purchased, evidence that this writing 
was the most recent expression of his wishes, posted after any changes to his will. Her father was 
always cautious, but this seemed to go far. Still, change always did make her father uneasy. A 
new family. Yes, he was just taking precautions. 

Juliette put her new device to use, searching the internet for hidden jewels. However, after 
deciding on not rewatching movies she had already seen and finding a selection of new films so 
abundant that she was overwhelmed by the prospects, she shut the computer down. One of her 
biggest concerns in life was wasting her time. How many middling crazy-woman-plots-revenge 
movies could she see before she woke up from the coma of mediocrity and realized her life was 
half done? And watching these films in Creaky Manor seemed out of place. She had fallen in 
love with these stories as moments of reprieve from her Sisters, her teachers, and her fantasies-
turned-disappointments. However, now she was away from them. She needed to make goals. 
She had a chance to make an adequate life for herself, maybe even dare to travel on a star or two, 
and she did not want to waste this opportunity. Her father had actually inspired her. To honor 
this crucial moment, she would read a book to the spirit of Harbinger productivity. It was also an 
excuse to leave this horrid room. 

Instinctually, she did not go to the library but to her father’s office. She had never been free 
to enter this space, but now this room was the only comfortable realm she knew. It was 
unchanged. Here she had come to think that burning the veil of idealistic, made-up promises she 
had assumed on behalf of adulthood may not become a life sentence to an unexceptional 
existence. She had imagined with age came true freedom, not just the liberty to use your time in 
prescribed ways to make a living. As for true expression, her tongue had become made of iron, a 
lock with a lost key. She had been freer to speak her mind as a child, and she had not known it. 
Juvenile impulses were a wonderful scapegoat. 

She stood in the office and took it in. A small but tidy square room with three walls of 
bookshelves and a back wall wallpapered with eagles, it had not changed. Looking at the edges of 
the window, she saw the enchanted vines coil and wrap around themselves, covering the window. 

Taking a stroll around the room, she perused the many rows of books, each one a red leather 
tome with gold leafing. She wanted something sensational, something juicy, something filled 
with rumors and mania. Unfortunately, without the original covers, she really could not decipher 
what each book was about. So she settled on a previous read, a story of a woman who haunted a 
town disguised as her dead sister. She did not remember the details, making it the perfect choice. 
She knew she would like it, and there were still surprises to be had–a reader’s dream. Now, where 
to read? 
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This was an opportunity to become reacquainted with her home. With the exception of her 
first entrance, she had only walked down the one hall to the two rooms. And yet that was 
enough. She did not want to think of what else might be different. Instead, she returned to her 
room and removed a square paper, one inch by one inch, from her dress. It unfolded into a larger 
square thirty-five inches along each edge. Touching the five fingertips of her right hand in the 
center and turning a hundred and eighty degrees, a handle emerged and she pulled out a suitcase 
then two more. From the first piece of luggage, she removed three more paper squares, which 
she had named quargrams. From the first quargram leaped Tonks. A piece of paper hung from 
his claws, assuring her he had destroyed the piece of paper she had forgotten to collect from her 
father’s desk during their reunion. In the corner of her room, she laid out the second quargram, 
and Tonks leaped in. Inside the warm, cream space was a dinner of fresh salmon with cooked, 
diced carrots and purified water. Finally, from the last quargram was her own meal, a bag of 
potato chips, steamed broccoli, and spiced iced tea. She ate at the desk, then after showering and 
changing into flannel pajamas, returned to her father’s office where she sat and began reading. 

Two pages into the story and her mind began to wander. She checked the crystal clock on 
the desk. 1 a.m. She was too awake to go back to sleep but too tired to read. She had not read a 
book for pleasure in years. Her schooling made her never want to see another line of text during 
her brief vacations. Still, she did not want to be in her twenties, a full-fledged adult, and still be 
the kind of person who binge-watched television. She had said this tendency was just a survival 
mechanism to murder Time like a cheating lover. Now, the Sisestra was done, and she could take 
command of her time again. She would need to relearn how to read. She focused on the page, 
reached its bottom, and was overcome with weariness. Too tired to make it back to her room, 
she decided to catch a quick nap just before she fell asleep, her cheek smooshed on page three. 

At 3 a.m. she awoke to a hand stroking her hair. Groggily, her neck stiff and sore, she 
glanced up through achy eyes to see her father. She wanted to apologize for her invasion of his 
office, but she did not want to interrupt the moment. Her father had only given her pecks on the 
forehead before bedtime. When she left, he tried to hug her. No, he did hug her; it was just a 
feeble, nervous attempt. He gave her a stiff embrace for about a second, held her out at arm’s 
length giving her a stiff smile, then patted her shoulders. This though, this stroking of her hair, 
felt so cozy, so natural, like he was the kind of father who had missed his daughter and could not 
help but still see her as a child. He would ruin the moment by saying something, so she would 
enjoy this quietly until then. She felt a peck on her forehead and fell back asleep. 

At three minutes past three, she awoke in a sweat. She held her hands over her face as if they 
were dams that could hold back the tears. She sobbed, refusing to cry. In a dream, she was a 
romance. Dressed in a white gown, she lay in a rose bed, the petals like silk across her skin. She 
saw herself from above, her hair strewn about in natural waves, her milky skin radiant against the 
dark petals. But she became aware that she was not watching herself. Someone was spying. Who 
was this person above her, coming closer? She tried to sit up, but the roses’ thorns scratched. He 
was descending, reaching for her. She fought, but the roses grew into binds. The thorns 
scratched deeper. She bled. She chose freedom over the pain of her hair being pulled out; her 
humility as she ran naked, the gown torn from her body; her fear as she wondered what would 
happen if he caught her. This dream was her life. She could not find peace in accepting the 
ordinary. This dream reflected how her fantasies had ruined her. She cried until all she could do 
was fall asleep. 

Thirty minutes after her last awakening, she shot up. Omens. Her father had not petted her. 
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Her dream was too vivid to be a dream. She looked to the window: the vines were no longer 
covering the panes. Her father. Her being felt so hazy. She could have floated into another 
existence and been lost forever. But the smell of the old book, the dried tears that tightened and 
cracked against her cheeks, the single desire to see her father, grounded her. She ran from the 
room. She did not care if she was being paranoid or hormonal. She did not care if he sneered at 
her for being childish. She laughed. How wonderful if he said: “Juliette, I thought you had 
matured. I thought you were ready to be of use to the family and to make your own way. But I 
guess I was wrong. You were never a baby, but you always were a child.” Drops of moonshine 
lighting the way, she ran down the hall, past her room, past the central stair, into the east wing 
of Creaky Manor. She burst through the door at the end of the hall. The bed was made with a 
royal blue comforter. Did he spend his nights with her? No, he would have left a note. On the 
refrigerator. 

She stood in the portal, her back to the room. It had been so dark. She had thought the 
curtains were mostly drawn. Turning, she looked at this dark figure covering the window, just 
the faintest beams of moonlight peeking through. She crept forth, the darkness consuming the 
space. She stopped before the curse and reached out. Wool. The object gave to her touch like 
muscle. The darkness swung. She wrapped her arms around her father’s hanging body. 
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She wanted to hold on forever. She wanted to keep the world locked in this moment. When she 
let go, the walls would break. Life and Time would pummel her, beating her with an unrelenting 
fury, taking her farther and farther down as she tried to grasp a moment of stillness again. 

She was wrong. Her heart beat so hard it hurt. Her chest was tightening. She laughed. Yes, 
this would be a good time to die. 

“Stay with me,” she said. “Stay with me.” 
Her arms hurt, like they were being torn from her. Something was pulling her away. She 

held tighter. She would be gone soon too. But this was not what he would have wanted. He 
would have wanted her to live. She was the one trying to run. She was the one trying to hold on 
forever. She wanted to live. She wanted to die. She wanted to see him one more time. She 
wanted the world to burn. 

“I love you, daddy.” 
She ran. Her home was this hall. Her home was one room. She ran to her father’s office and 

crawled under the desk. She held her head, rocking back and forth. The cries of a dying phoenix. 
The panicking of a little girl lost. She cried trying not to make a sound. She sobbed in huffs. Her 
fingers cramped around her head trying to contain bursts of frantic grief. Hitting her head 
against the desk, she moaned. In low grunts and steady smacks, she found her rhythm, letting go 
and setting free a primal expression. This was her method. This was her song. This was her 
release. She calmed. 

There had been sanity in the madness. She had not turned on a single light. She had tried to 
stay quiet. She had not moved his body. She had preserved the crime scene. She had not alerted 
any watcher. She peeked from under the desk. In the window, she could see night. She left the 
desk, gathered her diary and book, and left the room, turning off the light. She walked to her 
room, turned on the light, and placed her books on the desk. She drew her silly violet curtains 
embroidered with turtles over the windows, turned out the light, and crawled into bed, under the 
thick duvet and shreds of silk. Tonks jumped up and curled into her arms, nestling in. Craning 
his head, he looked to her, but she gazed into the abyss, waiting. 

Time passed. She put her stilettos on. With rigid deliberation, diary in hand, she walked 
back to her father’s room. Her usual plod turned into the step of a dancer. Instead of smacking 
her feet against the floor, they peeled and rolled from the Persian rug. Her shoulders back, head 
high, she prepared herself. Night never scared her, but now she was its mistress. Now, the black 
was her servant. 

The body dangled. She placed her journal on the floor, feet hovering above. 
“Open for truth. Do as you choose.” 
The journal opened. She tore a page and folded it into a resemblance of a person, like a 

gingerbread man but with pointed limbs and a squared head. She plucked a hair from the body 
and tucked it into the quargram. 

“Take the form of my forlorn.” 
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The paper grew, crinkling and crackling as it took the look of her father’s body. The replica 
was meticulous and light. She had opened the door just enough to enter then shut it again, and 
she always stayed in front of the body, allowing the figure to block her from a view through the 
window. She placed the paper body over the one of flesh. 

“Tonks.” 
The cat scuttled up her like a ladder, settling on her shoulder. He chewed through the noose. 
“Support my truth. Do as I choose. Preserve every line, every curve.” 
The diary expanded and floated up, swallowing the body into its pages. She placed her paper 

father into the noose, willing herself to not look into his face. Tonks jumped down and returned 
to her side with a strip of paper on his claw. She took it, wrapped it to complete the noose. 

“Support this hanging. Leave it dangling. Conform to this form.” 
The strip of paper sealed around the rope. 
“Test our enemies fitness with a test of litmus.” 
The diary pages flipped erratically. Pages tore from the diary, gliding along the ground, 

covering the ceiling, walls, and floor. 
“Maintain the vision, an hour’s ago exact edition. Time ages the page.” 
The pages covered the window, reflecting a moment in time to the outside. 
She gathered her diary, leaving it open in her palms. Tonks in tow, she walked down the 

familiar path, through the familiar rooms, pages upon pages spinning out, papering every wall, 
every painting, every table, every lamp. She gasped. Her breath had left her. Tonks gave a loud 
meow. She replied with a weary smile: 

“It’s okay. I’ll be fine.” 
She now embarked on a complete tour of Creaky Manor. Every wall was a different color, 

every table, every picture frame, something new. The only remembrances were the photos 
themselves. She only glanced long enough to confirm their identities then moved on. Drawing 
rooms, bedrooms, and offices. Kitchen and cellar. Attic and basement. Rooms where boxes were 
stacked. The room where every photo and precious item of her mother’s had been cataloged and 
stored. She poured her essence into her diary, her intention into every page, giving herself to 
magic. She walked slower, shuffling her feet. Her knees would buckle, her eye lids heavy. She 
willed herself to finish this task, to seal this house, their home, in paper. Reaching her final 
destination, she papered the last inch of her room with the last of her power. Essence drained, 
she fell on her papered bed. Her eyes rolled back then shut. The blackness blanketed her. 
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Why was his body left in the window? Was this deliberate? Why was she not given one more day 
to tell him, to show him, how she had grown and how they could be father and daughter in a 
way they could not have before? Was he killed after her return on purpose? Would this be her 
existence? Even when she had avenged him, how could she remember him any other way? How 
did little memories like chocolate ice cream or beads of milk in his beard float to the surface of a 
mind heavy and blackened with death? If these moments were there, how did she see them? 
How did she feel them? What had her father learned to get him killed? What were his cases? 
How far did this go back? A black widow who did not even wait for the nuptials? 

There was power here. That did narrow the suspects down. The magic to control her father’s 
will was ancient, forbidden, and powerful. A mage would not have this capability. This was a 
witch from a strong lineage. Altering perceptions from direct contact with a mind required the 
power to enter a realm where another was god, the everlasting presiding observer, without being 
swept away in the currents of that being’s intentions. She would need to study his most recent 
cases and discover the identity of this fiancé. Everything was becoming jumbled. 

These were Juliette’s thoughts in the morning. She tried to make a list, but after pages and 
pages of theories and implications and reordering she gave up. She worked best one step at a 
time. She would allow each current action to reveal the next, the light of each step illuminating 
the one after. 

She sat on the papered chair, hunched over a bowl of cereal on the papered table. She should 
have papered the food and dishes. No, she was being ridiculous. 

The cereal was new, fruity squares dusted with cinnamon that popped and crackled as she 
poured milk. They sparkled in her mouth, a little shock to keep her focused. She thought: A 
powerful witch undermined every magical defense. A murder disguised as suicide to ensure that 
the Calquery, and especially the Reginal, would wrap up the case in a quick and convenient bow 
before moving on to other matters. 

After eating, she made her next move, sitting at the Harbinger desk. From her diary, she 
conjured the note her father had left on her new laptop. She cut her finger with a box cutter from 
the top drawer and stamped a bloody fingerprint on the note and his stationary. His personal 
papers were decorated with four eagles, wings spread, beaks open in cawing, and talons spread. 
With his calligraphy pen dipped in her blood, she wrote: 

 
Dear Juliette: 
 
Please forgive me. I have to leave tonight and won’t be here to take you car shopping in the 
morning. An emergency case required my attention out of town. I will be off the radar for some 
time. I promise, there is nothing to be too alarmed about. 
 
To force you out of the house and transition you into the family business and back into society, I 
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am leaving you in charge of referring any cases and letting our loved ones know. You will not 
hear from me unless something is wrong, so understand a lack of communication is a good omen. 
 
Your loving father, 
Lincoln Harbinger 
 
P.S. Please consider staying with your new family. This will be the only way you won’t live off 
cereal and cupcakes unless you learned how to cook at the Sisestra. 
 
P.P.S. We will be discussing more of your new responsibilities when I get back. Be prepared. You 
may not have magic, but trust me. You are magical. 

 
Juliette read over the note. She had the feeling something was left out, but there was no plan. It 
was not like she had all of these ideas that this note was supposed to accomplish. She had to let it 
go. This one note did not have to do everything. Only his killer–killers?–would have reason for 
suspicion. 

“Take a form so true. Do as you choose.” 
The blood letter turned black, the writing shifting into Harbinger’s penmanship. She went to 

her room and searched the desk drawers. Her father always bought calendars for her. The one he 
had bought for their last year together had a picture of a pink fox on each page. He had said it 
was a symbol to accomplish the impossible. At the time, she had viewed this as yet another not-
so-subtle reminder that she needed to be better–more intelligent, more mature, more ready to 
control the world. “If she could not control herself, then how could she control her life?” he had 
asked. Before she left for the Sisestra, he told her there was no sense in another calendar. This 
was obvious, but he said it like it had needed to be said. Now, she was back. Where was her 
calendar? 

In the first drawer, she found a new phone. Tapping the screen, she checked for any 
programmed numbers. There were only two: the house number and his cell. This gave her the 
idea to check his phone for clues. She could not believe she had used this word in her thoughts. 
Clues. It sounded so trivial. But in a sense this had turned into a game. And maybe she did not 
need to say evidence. Maybe it was better if this was just one big mystery, a big puzzle. Never 
mind the stakes. Losing a game was not a big deal. Her father had spent his life being The Dud 
Harbinger and worked hard so that underneath the insults to his character and indifference to 
his humanity there was still a crumb of respect that allowed him to live and to work and to move 
about and for her to do all the same. So never mind if he went down in Newton history as the 
dud who could not hack it. The Tragedy of the Dud would be his story. The dud, the man who 
had no magic, who died because his daughter had so little essence that she may as well have been 
a dud as well. Yes, the town could be right. They could rejoice in whispers how they always knew 
their opinion mattered to His Dud Superior. She knew what they called him behind his back, 
but she never allowed him to know. No one ever knew. She would have never let her father fear 
that one day she would look at him with sad eyes, pitying eyes. No, she always kept her eyes 
bright. He did not care. But she did. She did it for herself, for him. No, the world could never be 
right. For her, for her father, Harbinger would be avenged. Their name, their existence, their 
pride would be redeemed. She could never mourn a mother she had never met, but her father 
would live immortal. She would make sure of it. 
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In the last drawer, she found the calendar. As always, he had written in the important social 
occasions. The Golden Egg Festival was in two days. She would enter society, The Heir of 
Harbinger. 
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Wearing the same white dress with a red capelet, Juliette ventured out for the day. She stained 
her lips a glossy peach and shadowed her eyes a light blue. She rosied her cheeks, thawing her 
visage from yesterday. 

When she entered the garage, she realized she had not accounted for her father’s 
transportation. Either the car had to go missing due to his departure, or he had travelled by other 
means. Could she convince people he had taken the train? She needed the car, and he did like 
the train. He considered driving a waste of time and preferred riding by rail where he could catch 
up on reading the newspaper and have a moment to himself. Convincing people was not the 
issue. The problem was if someone investigated on grounds of being “concerned.” This fiancé of 
his in particular. Had his habits changed in the past four years? Could she change the substance, 
the character, of existence or was she only left to superficials like painting walls and making men 
shave. She took the car, parked in the back of her favorite candy store, and took a moment in the 
alley. Only when she was ready to make a brisk entrance did she scoot past a woman and little 
boy as they opened the door to leave. 

Inside, she found luck on her side. She and Mr. Carver were alone. 
“Hello, Mr. Carver,” she said brightly. “How are you today?” 
“Oh, it’s you Miss,” replied Mr. Carver with a chuckle. He had been arranging Bumby’s in 

the display case. The cheery, unfamiliar-yet-familiar voice had caught him off guard and even 
startled him. Looking to see the young woman from yesterday, he was even more surprised. He 
remembered being struck not just by her novelty (new people rarely appeared in Newton) but 
also by her chill beauty. Now, her presence was reassuring. He had considered how long she 
must have travelled and realized a reason for her change: 

“You must have gotten a good nights rest, Miss...” he said, realizing he did not know her 
name. 

Juliette laughed. “Mr. Carver. You didn’t recognize me yesterday? It’s me, Lincoln 
Harbinger’s daughter.” She moved closer, holding his gaze with her own, keeping her smile 
permanent. She felt ridiculous, but the effect was undeniable. He was less cheeky and more 
honest than their first greeting. Before, he was a salesman trying too hard with a new customer. 
Today, even with just the initial sound of her voice, he had treated her with a greater degree of 
familiarity. She was insulted that after a brief exchange he acted as if he knew her, but that only 
added a pinch of enjoyment to controlling his perceptions. 

“Juliette!” he said. “Juliette Harbinger. The dreamer. I should have known. But I barely 
recognized you.” Not only did her physical appearance disguise her but also her demeanor. As 
she had changed in a day from the strikingly cool woman into this chipper young girl, he saw 
faint signs of the Juliette he knew. Her cheeks were still a bit chubby, her eyes were like 
glittering, happy sea marbles, her smile still warmed him. Even if she had not said her name, he 
would have put it together. There was something so comforting in seeing her again, like 
stumbling on an old scrapbook of favorite memories, that he would have known he had met her 
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and only so many people could have conjured this feeling. He felt a bit ashamed and apologized 
for judging a candy by its wrapper by offering her a box of six dreamers on the house. She 
graciously accepted then said: 

“I actually came to place an order.” 
“Excellent,” he said, taking a pad and pen from the counter. “I should be using the new 

computer system my son installed. But you know...” He winked. “Now what can I do for you?” 
Juliette was relieved to be in a more natural rhythm with him. She settled into a more casual 

mode. 
“I should probably make a gesture to my father’s fiancé.” 
A laugh. “I know. A lot has changed. Hasn’t it?” 
Not really, she thought. “Yes, it really has,” she said. 
“But he will always love you more than anyone.” 
She did not doubt that. Not anymore. “I know,” she replied shyly, casting her eyes down. If 

she had a handkerchief, she would have ruffled it up in her hands to enhance the effect. She shot 
her head up, eyes once more smiling. “I want cupcakes,” she declared. “Two.” 

With another laugh and the shake of his head, like he was throwing off the solemnness of 
one moment for something happier, he replied: “What did you have in mind?” 

“For him, a chocolate cupcake with chocolate icing. A touch of brandy. For her... Do you 
know what she would like?” 

“Well...” He looked to both sides, leaned over the counter and lowered his voice, “I don’t 
think she really approves of your father’s mundane tastes.” Mundane meant human. He stood 
back up and assumed his usual tone. “I would go with something rich, decadent, and elegant in a 
bold, if not excessive, way.” 

Juliette took this as confirmation that the woman was an aristocrat–old, powerful magic–and 
overly concerned with appearance, a trade characteristic for the rich. Appearances were their 
vocation. 

“Alright,” she said. “Draw me a picture. I want their faces on each cake. And I will give her 
the one of my father and vice versa. “I remember you have amazing portrait skills.” 

“Of course. You still remember when I drew you for your fifth birthday. Still one of my best 
cakes.” 

“Absolutely. I took a picture of it with me to the Sisestra. Reminded me of home. It eased 
the growing pains.” 

Genuinely touched, he smiled. And when a customer reached his heart, a stream of 
inspiration bled just for them. Artistry. 

“A spiced cake,” he said, dazing into the air. “Something exotic. Cumfer to give the cake a 
little heat. Floran distilled and concentrated as a filling. When she bites into it, the cake will 
glow sweetly. Tell me you will present them at an event. This is a cake she will definitely want to 
eat in front of people.” 

“Of course. A woman like her deserves to be a spectacle.” Juliette smiled. 
Mr. Carver shook his head, excited at how well she understood her future stepmother. The 

best events were personal, and he just imagined the buzz that would generate when society saw 
his most elite invention in the hands of the most elite woman. 

“You understand this has to be perfect?” asked Juliette in order to return the owner’s 
attention to her. 

“Trust me.” 
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“Why else are you the only person I would come to with this? I would never have bothered 
Humphrey’s with this.” Humphrey’s was the baker of the upper crust. She knew this would 
touch a nerve. 

“You don’t fall for pretentious status games, Miss Harbinger,” he said, standing erect, a 
professional gravity often seen on saluting soldiers taking over his expression. “You understand 
that whether for one dollar or a thousand, quality is quality.” 

“Excellent.” Juliette nodded approvingly to signify they were allies, secret cohorts in each 
other’s strict confidence. Now, she felt she had paved the way for her request: “Can you show me 
a quick sketch of the portraits now?” 

Sure enough, Mr. Farklin Carver was offended. Thirty years as the head baker and candy 
maker of Newton, five years before that as apprentice to the previous owner, his father, and he 
had done more than enough to show his virtue as an artist and professional. Amateurs 
auditioned. Masters were respected with the trust they had earned from their customers. Still, he 
could not help but be hesitant in showing his aversion. He was insulted but could not risk 
insulting this sweet, pretty girl in front of him, who looked to him with such delicate expectancy 
like she was trusting him with her life. The Harbingers were his best customers. Harbinger’s 
constant ordering of mundane treats helped him master recipes, adding love by learning that the 
work of a passionate hand was more magical than the casting of a convenient spell. His father 
had taught him to make spoons stir on their own and how to even the heat on the trickiest foods 
and materials. However, Harbinger had taught him to channel his essence as he kneaded and 
stirred with his own hands. He did not like The Dud Superior at first, always calling out his 
treats. So many times Carver had tried a short cut, and every time Harbinger would spit it out in 
his handkerchief, even with other customers in the store. “I’m not paying for this,” he had said. 
“But I will do you the service of throwing it out.” And he would return the next morning with 
another order to be sampled the next afternoon. Carver did not know why he cared. Why did he 
labor to please The Dud? But when he got it, when he had finally made the perfect slice of 
mundane pound cake... The look of glee on Harbinger’s face. The baker had turned this arrogant 
man into a silly child, and that was why he baked. That was why the Carvers were bakers. Every 
day, they were nobodies. But in their store, even those who looked down on them would have to 
look up. The next day, Harbinger had ordered a pink cupcake and picked it up that afternoon 
with little Juliette. Her first mundane treat. She was three. 

“Alright,” he said. “I understand how important this is. I will have the sketch ready for you in 
an hour.” 

Juliette was not pleased. She did not want to hang around for an hour. She had nothing to 
do. 

“Okay,” she said. “That sounds great. And I’ll never forget how seriously you took this for 
me.” 

“I am a professional, Miss Harbinger.” 
“No,” replied Juliette. “This is above and beyond that. You know it.” And this she said 

sincerely. Usually, she was annoyed at the world. Now, she was furious with it. Yet, she had 
expected Mr. Carver to be so much more obstinate and prideful when it came to the sketches. 
When he consented so readily, with no indirect aggression, she realized that he truly was a 
Harbinger friend. 

And her statement melted Mr. Carver. He hunched over with a kind of “awe shucks” look. 
She had acknowledged the feelings he politely had kept hidden, assuring him he had done the 
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right thing by suppressing them in the first place. In return, he once again told her he would 
have everything done to perfection. They said their goodbyes and parted. 

Juliette left as quickly as she came. She made her way back to the car and wondered if she 
could stay in the parking lot for the hour. Two old women walked by, looking through the glass. 
She started the vehicle and decided to go home. She stayed in her driveway. The paper needed 
twelve hours to interact with any foreign magic present inside, and she could not confront this 
hollow shell of a home right now. She would cry later. She had to return to the store and did not 
want to bother having to reapply her makeup. 
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Mundane was a vernacular term for human. Officially, at the Convention of Kettle Cove, a group 
of ten township leaders, only diverse in ages ranging from forty to eighty-seven, decided that 
“humans” would maintain that moniker, while the various other races–witches, vampires, and 
werewolves–would be known as ethereal humans. Vampires and werewolves were now extinct, 
displaced by something more fit to survive, and so the edict was reworded at The Second 
Convention to include these new evolved races. Then a faction of mages splintered from the 
witching community, defiling themselves for power, but the possibility of their inclusion in the 
edict has remained debated. Keep in mind that in politics, a prolonged debate often means a 
decision has been made to the contrary and is being dragged out to exhaust the oppressed while 
covering the privileged. In a game more of will than principles, of power more than freedom, the 
Township of Holly Tail, consisting of fifteen witching towns had maintained the highest degree 
of control as a race. And with this influence, came an end to war and the birth of order. The 
vampire and werewolf states stopped feuding, and the witches placed themselves as the medium 
for peace. 

All creatures capable of intelligence, emotion, and creativity were deemed possessors of the 
trait called humanity. However, humans being named from the substance of that word caused 
chins and noses to slightly tilt towards the sky. No one knew which race was the mother of 
humanity. However, witches since man’s dawn, were mostly responsible for spinning an invisible 
web of knowledge and wisdom, infusing their myths and stories into those of man, providing 
texts hidden as stories to resolve any disturbance the other races may have caused. After 
generations of seeing their cousins misuse and abuse this knowledge, using it to wield power over 
the weak and stupid, to exercise a knowledge over the universe they did not truly possess, and to 
place themselves as the center of existence, the witches withdrew their influence. 

Seeing humans declare superiority on the grounds of knowing the real world, a version of 
matter that took pride in denying the existence of magic, the witches felt humans were the least 
deserving of being the root of humanity. So they held the convention and named the hidden 
races of humanity ethereal humans. Unfortunately, this did not really stick to the tongues of their 
kind. The adjective watered down the potency of their reality. If humans sounded as if derived 
from humanity, and this was essential, then ethereal humans sounded as if derived from humans, 
and this made them secondary, second-class otherlings. So the trendsetters of the magical race 
coined the mundanes. If humans wanted to flatten reality and claim mediocrity as a birthright, 
then so be it. 

Juliette never understood witches calling humans mundane as if witches in their very natures 
were somehow special. From what little she had learned about humans, a comparison of lifestyles 
revealed no significant differences. Witches lived lives just as limited as any human. And being 
magical, what excuse did witches have for this? How could any one capable of tapping into their 
soul’s power excuse such middling existences? Even the failure of pursuit still came with the pride 
of awakening. But for those who could snap their fingers and create light to live so blindly was 
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ignorant to the point of ridiculous. 
She wondered if witches declared the humans mundane to distance themselves from the 

truth of their own ordinariness. And what did this say about her? She was always decrying the 
backwardness of her town. She laughed. She was not in denial. She was always aware of her own 
insignificance. She did not rebel against the town. She revolted against herself. 

After the hour had passed, Juliette came out of her thoughts and returned to the store. The 
“CLOSED” sign was hanging from the front window. She tried the door; it did not budge. 
Locked. 

“It seems Mr. Carver had an emergency,” said a stranger’s voice. “He has not closed early in... 
well... forever.” 

Disappointed, Juliette was pushed into annoyance by being forced into a polite exchange. She 
just wanted to swim in her thoughts. After the festival, her entire life would be pretense. This 
was her last chance to be herself, even if that self was floating in the dark lake. She turned to the 
stranger, prepared to plaster on her smile, but she was stunned. The young man looked about her 
age, wearing a black button up shirt with short sleeves, striped tan shorts, and dark brown leather 
moccasins. His dark golden curls were slicked back but still seemed so soft. His slender nose and 
rigid jaw gave him a look that was authoritative without sacrificing innocence. But it was his eyes 
that had stopped her scheming, that had ceased her desire to play society’s silly games. Violet 
orbs framed with dark lashes made him a vision. He did not seem human, some haphazard 
creation of genes molded from a bunch of messy parts. Instead, his eyes seemed to be unfolding 
from the Source of Life. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. “You must have really had your heart set on something sweet. I 
love Gillippy’s Main Sweets myself.” 

She felt foolish for allowing this man to entrance her. Determined to regain her own ground, 
she replied: “I’ve never heard of this Gillippy’s. This has always been my favorite candy store, and 
I’m never going anywhere else.” This was her father’s store, her store, the Harbinger’s store. 

The stranger looked confused. “This is Gillippy’s Sweets.” He gazed up at an ornate wooden 
sign decorated with various candies. The sign did read, “Gillippy’s Main Sweets” in curly twisting 
lettering. 

Juliette could have commented on the typical gaudiness of small town people trying too hard 
to have flare. However, she was too embarrassed. All these years she only knew of this place as 
The Candy Store. She felt so young, so small, feeling like a doll when she should have been–
needed to be–a woman. Who was she now? Was she the new visitor to town, or was she her 
father’s daughter? 

She laughed. “Silly me. I guess I’m still a little loopy from a long trip.” 
“Well,” he said. “Let me be a helpful host given our circumstances. Tomorrow, the town will 

be shut down for The Golden Egg Festival. If you are alone, you might need a friend to handle 
the crowd.” 

Juliette decided not to play coy. She did not want to risk having a date. As her first public 
appearance as the Head of Harbinger, she did not need people gossiping about her love life and 
assuming on her behalf that this guy was someone she leaned on. She now recognized herself. 

“Excellent,” she replied. “I will meet you there.” 
“I can pick you up.” 
“My father is out of town, but he left me the car. And I have some errands to run beforehand 

anyway. Do the Flying Pimperdoodles still perform?” 
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He peered at her with a slanted expression. His head was tilted, lip slightly curled up, eyes 
squinted. He was confused. 

“Why would they have stopped?” he asked. 
“I’ve been gone for a while. Well, four years.” 
His expression loosened. He nodded. 
“I just got back yesterday,” she continued. “So how about we meet at the show?” 
“Excellent,” he replied. “And we should get to know one another before the others start to 

swarm.” 
Juliette could feel the heat of her cheeks blushing. She was not being coquettish. She was 

livid. Suggesting that she was a bone a pack of dogs would chase, that he had somehow called 
dibs on her, she wanted to ask his name, to know who was trying to reduce her to a romantic 
plaything, but she was not ready for introductions. And he hadn’t even thought to ask, caught up 
in the small talk. 

“Fine, after the show.” She could barely maintain her smile. She felt stupid trying to act so 
empty headed, like she couldn’t read under his words. But she needed to make friends. She never 
knew when she would need a favor. She gave him a peck on the cheek (too much?) then dashed 
off with feigned cheeriness after a farewell. 



 

9 
 
 
Juliette only spent a brief moment during the ride home trying to find a quick reason to dismiss 
the man with violet eyes. She had figured that her feelings had nothing to do with him at all. She 
did not consider how a girl who had come of age around older women might react when 
approached with an intriguing, beautiful male for the first time as a fully fledged woman. 

All she knew was that she had a plan, a plan that was working out quite well. She had 
arranged for a portrait of her father’s former fiancé. Finally about to know this woman’s identity, 
the whole thing was interrupted. Something so simple had still failed, and she resisted the urge 
to berate herself. She told herself that she should have just requested their names on the 
cupcakes. But this was ridiculous. She knew Mr. Carver well enough to know that asking for 
some scribble on a cupcake was not how to mark an occasion in Newton, especially for a woman 
of breeding. Mr. Carver never would have said her name. The uttered names of aristocrats in 
their world were sacred luxuries. They were like the fine china you never ate on, the forbidden 
fruit you never let touch your tongue. There was no real acknowledgement of it, but there was an 
invisible contract to refer to elites you did not know in excessive and extravagant epithets. Mr. 
Carver would have said things like “for such a beautiful and exquisite woman” or “for a woman of 
such distinguished and noble carriage.” She knew this when she made the plan for the portrait, 
but afterwards she had to retrace her thinking to understand a plan that seemed so stupid now 
that she felt so stupid. Once she remembered that the town was stupid and not her, she reasoned 
she did the best she could under such ridiculous customs. If she had asked for names, he would 
have treated her like a child in need of a lesson and taken over the whole planning. Who knew 
what overdone pomp he would have come up with? 

With this matter out of the way, she resolved to visit the candy store before the festival. Now, 
she took a deep breath and tried not to cry. The paper should have been ready. The litmus test 
would begin. She could walk in and see the house bleeding with curses, or she could see not a 
single blotch on the pages. Each scenario was doom. If the house or something in it was cursed, 
she could more likely target the killer by tracing the essence. However, this still brought her face 
to face with a murderer. And if the test failed, every page blank or neutral, then she was no closer 
to the truth and this meant whomever she hunted was too smart for her. 

She stood on her stoop, motionless. Staring at the door, her mind blank, she unlocked the 
door and gently pushed it open. It creaked. She looked inside. Realizing that if someone were 
watching they would see the papered walls and furniture, she went in, closed the door, and went 
to work. Inspecting every covered lamp, table, desk, box, couch, wall, anything her father may 
have touched, she discovered not a sign of malevolence. The papers on the walls were dyed blue, 
a sign of neutral magic. Her father had said his fiancé decorated with enchantments. The paper 
was absorbing her spell work. She tore off a corner and stored it in her diary. A sample of this 
woman’s essence may come in handy. Unfortunately, she was too much of a dud to retrieve any 
information about the mystery woman from it. 

The rooms thoroughly checked, she was ready to release this house as a crime scene and 
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reclaim it as her home. 
“If you’ve given truth. Then finish as you choose.” 
The papers crinkled up, crackling. The paper balls bounced about the house, the diary flung 

open, and they made their escape into the little book. When the task was done, the book closed. 
Juliette felt better. She breathed easier. Yes, her father’s murderer was very clever, but having 

answers was reassuring. She did not feel defeated; she felt inspired to be better. She was ready. 
Opening the book, she said: “Reveal the proper quargram. I’m ready, I swear I am.” 
The pages flipped and settled on one displaying the neat folded square. She took it up and 

laid it on the floor. She commanded the device to reveal its truth and it unfolded. She stepped on 
the page then descended as if going down stairs. In a warm, cream place that was neither here 
nor there, she stood before her father’s true body, displayed on a paper table. Taking up his icy 
hand, she held it to her cheek, shed a single tear, muttered a single, “I’m sorry,” then went to 
work. 

She placed a triangular piece of paper, a trigram, on his tongue. She placed another on the 
center of his forehead, pointing to the space between his eyebrows. She rolled a piece of paper 
between her thumb and pointer finger. 

“Sharp as a needle, don’t be feeble.” 
She pricked the tip of his finger, a drop of blood squeezing free from the puncture. She took 

the paper needle and stained the trigrams. She stood back waiting to behold the spell’s results, 
but there was nothing. An effect should have occurred to indicate that his psyche was not 
completely under his will. She could only assume that this truly was a witch. A mage could never 
block this kind of magic. And then she considered the impossible. A demon. The magical races 
were segregated into isolated communities to avoid war. The witches had arranged the system of 
dimensions to allow for this only resort for peaceful coexistence. However, a male with magical 
potential, who had chosen to violate nature for power, could circumnavigate even the will of the 
Sisestra. He could enter their world, their township, and avoid all kinds of detection. If he was 
outside her father’s window, then he would have sensed her paper father was a fake. He knew she 
had plots in store. 

None of this scared her. They were necessary thoughts to consider. Assuming the worst 
would protect her and her father. How would she detect something as strong as demonic magic? 
That would require the taboo arts, and witches were forbidden from conjuring those spells from 
their grimoire. A grimoire was a manifestation of a witch’s spirit. She spent years during her 
most formative and developing years scavenging her soul, revealing her own internal symbols, 
shaping them into her own personal spells that appeared in her unofficial tome. Contrary to 
human myths, spells were not universal. Magic was as unique as the one who possessed it. She 
was virtually a dud, but what little essence she could eek out found a potent expression in her 
diary, her little undetectable grimoire. For what she lacked in potential, she had made up in 
determination. 

She debated the effect this would have though. She had already broken so many rules of 
crafting a grimoire, would the effects of revealing darker spells be mitigated or exasperated? 
Given how individualized her book was when compared to others, the effects on her may have 
been more profound. She just did not trust herself to exercise moderation. Once she slipped on 
that slope she would fall forever. Still, she only needed to detect demonic magic. She looked to 
her father. Did he know he was going to die? Did he know he was in danger? He had spent years 
developing a network of witches, the ones who cast the vines and provided other defensive spells. 
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Could she trust one of them? It did not matter. They were not family. This was her duty. 
She had only one resort. Searching the house, she considered using an antique lamp or 

breaking her bed and using one of the posts. She searched and searched. Finally, she considered a 
room she had never considered a room, the garage. Tools. She retrieved a hammer and returned 
to her father. Raising the mighty mallet above her head, she brought it down with righteousness. 
She felt the crack. Blood splattered. She heard it splatter, felt wetness on her face. She looked at 
the bleeding, so much bleeding from this dent in the head. This was no longer her father. This 
was evidence to be deciphered then discarded. 

She tried to cram a piece of paper into the wound. She needed it to touch his brain. She 
hammered some more, picking out pieces of skull. Blood flowed, soaking into the paper table 
and space, making her hands slippery. She pushed the paper into the pulp she had made and 
waited. Nothing. The body just bled. The pools of blood expanded as if searching for their form. 
She stepped in it, noticing she had no reaction. Did this make her insane? Had she crossed over 
into obsession? How could she be human, filled with desires and goals and thoughts, when her 
entire being was channeled into one point. Still, wasn’t this the goal? Didn’t having a purpose 
mean assigning your existence one end? No one had the right to tell her what end that should 
have been. She laughed. Society was so hypocritical. People would tell her to get a life then judge 
her when she got a life they did not like. She checked the paper again then considered the 
implications of the test’s failure. 

She first had to accept that there would never be one hundred percent concrete evidence. For 
the sake of moving forward, she was going to have to accept certain conclusions. Some factors 
could not be verified. Maybe a more skilled and more powerful witch could have performed 
better tests, but she was all she had. The tests revealed no signs of curses. Most witches dealt in 
the physical, the tangible. They exerted their influence on nature’s forces. Spells always left some 
residue on the material plane. 

However, the mind was esoteric, the true ethereal. A love potion recreated the brain 
chemistry that correlated with the feeling of love. The potion could be detected in the blood. 
However, a spell that transcended chemistry to invade an alternate dimension within someone, a 
place that was there but on another plane... Consciousness... the birthplace of the human soul... 
this was a demon. A man. A witch could never call upon this kind of magic without setting off 
alarms at the Sisestra. A mage could never accomplish this unless he had made the devil’s bargain 
to become a creature of the underworld. And a woman demon, a witchel, was like a mage, a 
weaker engendered counterpart. A demon male was powerful like a witch; a witchel, like a mage. 
But neither was burdened with ethics. 

She would have to consider all she had learned about demons later. She had to prepare for 
tomorrow and her stomach growled. Stripping her dress off, she wiped the blood from her body. 
Slipping out of her stilettos, she tiptoed on the dry places over the bloody floor and out of the 
page. Standing on her diary, she saw Tonks sitting on a towel with a pink pair of slippers. She 
slipped into the slippers and showered. Afterwards, she threw the stained shoes into the 
quargram that had served as her examination room. With a spell, she folded it up. Over the 
kitchen sink, she lit a match, held it to the paper, and watched it burn over her diary. 

“I bless you, father. Bless me, father. Love, your daughter. You loved your daughter.” 
When the cremation had completed, she took up her diary from the sink. From a quargram 

hidden in her grimoire, she removed a necklace. The pendant was an abstract design of twisted 
gold tapers, some covered in pearls, others in rubies. She pinched where the design was melded 
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with the chain loop, and the pendant detached. She poured the ashes into this new reliquary, 
reconnected it to the chain, and placed it around her neck. 

She fixed herself a bowl of cereal and took a rest in bed, watching her favorite romantic 
comedy, a mundane film, on her laptop. Tonks even made a spontaneous appearance, hopping 
on her lap. The paper had proven more powerful than expected, not only detecting the magical 
paint, but also absorbing it into its leaves. Her walls were left blank white. 

“You turned out to not be as morbid as I thought,” she said to her companion. “You missed 
all the action.” 

Tonks looked at her then stared at the television. 
After the movie, she spent her evening and night studying at Harbinger’s desk. Pouring over 

her father’s files, cracking his phone with the password he kept taped under his desk, she studied 
everyone he was connected to, anyone she might encounter at tomorrow’s Golden Egg Festival. 
Her eyes burned with fatigue. She looked outside, wondering when it had become night. 
Checking the clock, it was already two in the morning. With a sigh, she went to bed, so much 
still left to learn. 
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Fueled by purpose, Juliette woke up alert and prepared after three hours of sleep. At 5 a.m., the 
world still dark, she penned letters in her father’s hand to his clients and most respected 
associates. One read: 
 

Dear Gillian Rasper: 
 
A matter important to the Township of Holly Tail has called me away. I hope you believe 
enough in my dedication to you to understand only something important to our people would call 
me away. I am referring you to Benjamin Steelbrook, a key solicitor who has defeated me more 
than once in court, to handle your case. Again, I am sorry for this inconvenience even if it was 
unavoidable. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lincoln Harbinger, solicitor 

 
She then wrote a complimentary note: 
 

Dear Benjamin Steelbrook: 
 
As a competent solicitor, I am referring to you several clients. An important matter is taking me 
out of town. Their names are Gillian Rasper, Henus Bittle, and Vega Cortaza. Included, find 
all of my notes and strategies. We could all learn some new tricks. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lincoln Harbinger, solicitor 
 

Juliette prayed her father had not become some social butterfly over the past four years. She 
needed him to be the same old, charitably condescending man she always knew. 

Still in her pajamas, she snuck out and delivered the letters personally to each mailbox. She 
had divided his six cases amongst two of his peers, each letter a slight variation, stressing the 
same points. Her father would never have written a form letter. While driving, she considered 
switching the system to email when she took over officially. However, so many of the clients 
were not well off. They did not have reliable internet or could only access computers from the 
library, which would have been a thirty minute bus trip. She decided that in dealing with peers, 
she would send emails; with clients, she would continue the letter tradition. 

She made a point to drive by the candy store. Not a single light was on. Once, her father had 
parked outside the store at six in the morning. The store was dark but a light in the back was on. 
They waited; she was giddy with impatience. The store opened at seven, and when Mr. Carver 
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came to unlock the doors, he looked at them in the car and shook his head. He turned the 
“CLOSED” sign to “OPEN,” and she launched out of the car. Rushing in to the warm, 
wholesome smell of baking bread, she watched with wide eyes as Mr. Carver came out with a 
tray of something odd. The pastries were lumpy and kind of reddish orange, but they had this 
beautiful white icing on them. She poked one, they were kind of hard. She looked to her father, 
who nodded, then to Mr. Carver, who also nodded, and she took one up–“Hot, hot”–and bit 
through the crispy outer edges into something doughy. She tasted apples, and bread, and 
cinnamon, and it was warm, so gooey. How did mundane food always taste like home? 

If Mr. Carver was avoiding her, she could not think it was completely his doing. He was not 
the kind of man to renege on an agreement, even if he found it distasteful. She recalled his 
kindness and determination to draft and bake the perfect portraiture cupcakes. Either he was so 
involved in his task that he had lost sense of time and promises, or someone had intervened. This 
latter idea struck her as paranoia, especially when an image of violet eyes popped into her mind 
and refused to dissipate. He was an anomaly. And given her situation, she could not dismiss 
coincidences as a fluke of life. She met this man, and now her plan was falling apart. 

She parked behind the store. A white wooden staircase, chipped and worn, ascended to the 
second floor where there was a red door. No light shined through the windows. Juliette could not 
even gain an intuitive sense that someone was home. She could have knocked. She could have 
snuck in. Instead, she gave up. This was not a situation to risk appearing over eager about. 

Returning home, she resumed her studies of her father’s files, compiled a list of important 
figures, and took a nap before getting ready for the festival. 



 

11 
 
 
The Golden Egg Festival was an afternoon affair. Held on Fairhaven Field, a lush but rolling 
plain of grass with spottings of tall, thin trees, the event commemorated the ten day battle 
between the witches and vampires. Over a century ago, a vampire army had invaded the 
township on the hunt for a golden egg they swore would save the world as some part of some 
prophesy. The details were hazy as only the vampires valued them, and they were the battle’s 
losers. The witches remembered one of their finest, Hilden Poltabiest, rising up to use the egg, 
which the town had thought was a myth, to cast a spell that blinded the vampire hoard with 
flecks of illusory golden light. The vampires retreated.  The egg was kept in a museum. The 
world did not end. 

Before Juliette arrived, word of her letters had already spread. Those who discussed the 
Harbinger name in their small talk had two points. First, how striking Juliette had become in 
womanhood. And secondly, the possible meanings of Harbinger’s departure. Some accused him 
of being a bad father, choosing work over his own daughter. Others shared conspiracy theories 
with flair, making their audiences laugh. Maybe Harbinger was on a secret quest to quell a 
vampire invasion. Maybe the head of the township council needed his oxygen tank replaced. 
Those who knew Harbinger, even if only by reputation, as a serious and diligent man and father, 
were more concerned. However, they had little to say. The air was joyous, and the Harbinger 
name was a punchline. 

Juliette appeared on the sandy path leading through the festival grounds. Floating tent tops 
of various stripes sheltered the various games and shows sprawled across the field. Most 
conspicuous was a champagne silk tent with glittering borders. The sunshine was captured in 
white sparkles and bits of rainbow. For a moment, Juliette was a girl again. The festival could be 
fun. Then she remembered that she had promised to meet Violet Eyes. She stood on the hill 
looking down, now enjoying the sight of people appearing so small, like ants scurrying around 
their farm. Soon, they would crowd around her, tower over her, annoy her, but for now they 
were just specks. 

When she appeared on the festival grounds, she pretended not to see or hear the sideways 
glances, the hushed murmurs, or the scoffs. Unfortunately, by ignoring the world, she also did 
not see the smiles or hear the cheers and compliments. Afterall, one of their own had returned 
from the prestigious Sisestra. Also, her dark blue dress was pinned with golden goose feathers. 
More than one townsperson wanted to commend her Newton spirit. Would it have mattered? 
Could those who were impressed with this young woman have said anything to make her not 
hate those who sneered in the background? Probably not. 

Juliette walked, pretending to be amused by the various magical games and spectacles. A 
mage created dancing fire animals for a group of children. A witch sold golden chocolate eggs 
that, when licked, cracked to reveal a white chocolate chick that flew in three circles then landed 
in the palm. People nodded to her. She nodded in return. Some welcomed her back. She 
thanked them for welcoming her back. If someone tried to stop her for chitchat, she was polite 
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enough so they could not reasonably claim offense but icy enough so they would take a hint and 
keep moving. Finally, she spotted one of her targets. 

Mr. Klendell Sheek stood in a circle with two other men, laughing heartily. He wore a 
wrinkled brown casual suit with matching vest. He had skinny legs, but he looked as if he had 
swallowed a bowling ball that had settled in his lower gut. His belly was fat and round but 
quickly sloped up to a narrow chest. Juliette assumed men like Sheek and her father just became 
very comfortable with the routine of sitting behind a desk, mindlessly snacking on treats, 
especially without a woman to monitor their eating. Juliette used to regularly clear out her 
father’s secret stash of potato chips and jelly cakes. Clearly, the new woman in his life was not as 
concerned with his health. Her father already made daily trips to the candy store. However, if 
she had known what she knew now, if she would have truly understood what it meant to be gone 
for four years and that she would only see him once when she returned, she would not have been 
afraid of cholesterol killing him. 

Now that her thoughts had turned morbid, she quit her distractions and approached the 
men. 

“Good afternoon, Mr. Sheek,” said Juliette. 
The men paused their conversation. One had already watched her as she approached. Now, 

Sheek turned and eyed her. 
“It’s me. Juliette Harbinger,” she said. 
Sheek gave an outburst of a laugh as the epiphany hit him. “My you have grown. And look 

how beautiful you are.” He gave her a big hug and squeezed. He smelled like whiskey and 
oranges folded into cigar smoke. Juliette held her breath and tried to return the hug, but she 
could only get her arms far enough around to pat him on the sides. He finally released her and 
introduced his two associates by first name only. They did not register as significant, so she kept 
her focus on Sheek, her target. 

“I’m sure you have heard my father is out of town,” she said. 
“Of course. Now tell me, how was the Sisestra? Are those old hags behaving?” 
She nodded like she was in on the joke with him. “Oh, you know them.” She was thankful 

that her time there was so disastrous. She had developed no sense of loyalty towards the women 
who had mustered so little for their charity case. The issue was he kept talking to her like she was 
an elementary student, slurping up her cuteness while she talked about all the griffins she had 
seen during summer vacation. She briefly described the Sisestra in generic statements. She 
claimed the time was productive and said something politically correct which summarized their 
mission statement of empowering the next generation of witches. She kept it short. And before 
he could try to get her on some other silly matter then dismiss her to get back to the festival, she 
removed a folded packet of papers from the pocket in her dress and handed them to him. 

“What is this?” he asked. 
She did not reply, leaving him the only option of reading the papers. 
He scanned them. His cheery smile sunk into a grave professionalism. He flipped through 

the pages, often referring back to the first. The other two men began to huddle around but, with 
a glare from Sheek, they backed up. Realizing he was being watched, he felt compelled to say 
something. “This is... uh... I mean... your father is giving you quite the task here. So I take it 
you’ve decided to follow his line of work?” 

“The law is the family business.” She smiled so broadly her eyes squinted. Noticing how 
careful he was not to state the papers’ contents, she added: “So when do I begin interning at the 
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Department of Borders?” 
Sheek was not sure what to say. A man who strictly separated business and pleasure, who had 

tidy boxes for a self that was ruthless and self-serving in the name of politics while amiable and 
generous in the name of town life, he was not prepared for a battle of rhetoric on this fine festive 
morning, especially from an upstart little girl. He wanted to growl with indignation at 
Harbinger’s offense and struggled to keep his jolly persona at the forefront of his expression. In 
this conflict of selves, he manifested a look that could have been confused with indigestion. 

Juliette had found an investigation in her father’s files. Harbinger had taken it upon himself 
to follow a paper trail that led from a restaurant’s tax payments to the Department of Borders. 
After some sifting, Juliette found the owner of the restaurant was a Nathaniel Prentice. The file 
listed Amanda Prentice as his mother. The papers revealed that the amount of border taxes being 
paid was a touch excessive, not noticeable for most overworked township accountants. However, 
her father was not an exhausted penny counter. He traced the dollars, many dollars, over many 
businesses, watching them compile into a small fortune that disappeared just before landing at 
the DOB, headed by Klendall Sheek. Juliette’s suspicion was that these businesses were owned or 
operating on the orders of one person sneaking bribes to Mr. Sheek. And the only thing Sheek 
could provide of any value was a ticket across the magical boundaries that separated the witches 
from the Lazans, the Alucians, and the demons. Her first theory was the most obvious. Her 
father was killed to protect the bribery. Her second theory was more for the devil’s advocacy. 
Perhaps her father was more concerned with who was crossing over than the operation itself. 
Her father was a man of specifics. And even though he was principled to a fault, he was a man 
who believed first and foremost in ends. He would not have wasted his time on a Lazan 
aristocrat who just wanted to stretch his privilege and treat The Township as some vacation spot. 
More likely it seemed to Juliette, he was tracking someone and stumbled on this financial 
indiscretion. If exposing the bribery had been his aim, he already had more than enough to blow 
the whistle. There was a bigger picture; this was a corner piece. She made copies of a few key 
pieces of evidence and as a cover letter, included a note from her father: 

 
Dear Mr. Sheek: 
 
I have left town on an important matter. I have left certain affairs to my daughter, Juliette, to 
research on my behalf. Please provide her with any assistance that she requests, and please 
understand that I am solely responsible for all of her deeds. She is my shadow. Please show her 
the respect that you have always shown me. 
 
Sincerely, 
Lincoln Harbinger, solicitor 

 
“Have you read these papers, Juliette?” asked Sheek with a scrutinizing stare. 

“He told me not to before he left,” replied Juliette. “He said they were an important matter 
and that only the note applied to me. He wanted me to gain some experience interning at the 
Department of Borders. He wants me to broaden my understanding of our town. He wants me 
to understand that Newton, despite its small town charm, is still at the center of something very 
majestic. It’s only for a few weeks.” 

Sheek saw that his two companions were nodding approvingly. They were smitten with her 
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eloquence and ambition. They also enjoyed Sheek’s discomfort. He had always argued that 
“pretty little ornaments belonged hanging on a Christmas tree, not climbing up the political 
ladder.” These men had to indulge their employer by keeping the mood always humorous, which 
only made them enjoy this polite power struggle even more. Their reaction made Juliette notice 
them for the first time. They were twins. One had a scar over his eyebrow. 

After a moment pretending to be invested in the papers, he said: “Alright. Come in at the 
end of summer.” 

“I’m sorry. But when my father returns he expects a full report.” 
The two young men craned their heads towards Sheek, awaiting a response with 

uncontainable grins. 
“Well, Juliette,” said Sheek, “the internship positions are full. We do not have the funds for 

another hire.” 
The twins turned their heads to Juliette. She realized one had blond hair, the other auburn. 
“That’s okay,” she replied. “My father is paying me. This can be free. But don’t worry, Mr. 

Sheek. My father said that if I could not absolutely study under you then I could just show the 
same note to Commander Erik at The Reginal. My father apparently cleared up a situation once 
which allowed him to keep his position as a leader of our town’s armed forces.” 

Mr. Sheek smiled confidently. In realizing that Harbinger’s daughter was more aware of his 
predicament than she had let on, a defense mechanism was triggered within him. He was not 
confronted with a silly over eager young girl. He was facing an enemy. 

“Well forget that, Miss Harbinger,” he replied. “I look forward to your father owing me a 
favor. Come down on Monday.” He nodded, gave a polite, “Now excuse me,” and sauntered off 
with his followers in tow. 

Juliette had felt her pulse pounding. The danger of potential failure, the thrill of possible 
success–the uncertainty made her want to cry and laugh at the same time. Her head spun. But 
now that it was all resolved in her favor, she felt pure triumph. Was this how her father had felt 
in his early years as a solicitor? She felt at once like she had to, but never wanted to, do 
something like this again. Unfortunately, the feeling was resolved towards early retirement as 
Violet Eyes appeared. He held his hands behind his back and gave a gentle bow to her presence. 



 

12 
 
 
An hour into the festival, The Golden Egg Trial began. Violet Eyes had come to escort Juliette 
to the main event. With the regal sound of trumpets, the citizens of Newton gathered, making 
their way out of the festival grounds and over the plains to Bellacock River. The hills made the 
trek haphazard. Young boys laughed, trying to roll down the grass fast enough to also roll up the 
other side. Most staggered down to the small little valley, only to plod back up, only to stagger 
back down, only to plod back up. The stronger men pushed the elderly in wheel chairs. A man in 
a navy blue suit floated over the crowd, carrying his wife donned in her Sunday flower dress. Up 
above, hot air balloons sailed over in a lazy path. Children stopped to behold the spectacle. 

Violet Eyes had prepared to take Juliette’s arm and support her over the field. However, 
Juliette followed nature’s path. Her feet cloaked in golden flats, arms flailing, she shuffled down 
the hills, allowing the momentum to sweep her down, then glided up the other side. She took a 
moment to catch her breath at the top, then repeated. She did not want to talk to avoid 
completely losing her breath, so she always stayed a few steps ahead of her companion. Violet 
Eyes had decided to follow her rhythm, and she swore she saw a smile crack his face. She did not 
know him, but this revelation struck her as odd. Even when he had greeted her, he had not 
smiled. This contrast brought understanding. His smile was so natural that it revealed the self-
consciousness of his social persona. He had been deliberately projecting his personality. He had 
been managing her. 

Soon, the crowd heard the rushing river. They could see the splashing currents rise from 
above the bank’s horizon. The hot air balloons lowered, coming to a hover above. The first 
settlers arrived and stationed themselves before the awaiting official, Mayor Rector. The town’s 
leader wore a crisp burgundy suit with a gold vest. In his matching hat was a gold goose feather. 
A skinny man of only thirty-three, even Juliette, who was about ten rows of people back, could 
see his patient smile as he watched the farthest reaches of people settle into the audience. Violet 
Eyes grabbed Juliette’s hand and pushed to the front of the crowd. Juliette apologized as she 
heard the scoffs and exclamations but never looked anyone in the eye. She had felt like a 
hypocrite. How immature and privileged did one have to be to think it was okay to push ahead 
of people who had arrived first? However, seeing the full picture–the river, the mayor holding a 
small wooden box in his open palms, the hot air balloons speckling the sky–she was a bit 
grateful. 

Mayor Rector removed a vial from his breast pocket and swigged the potion. Violet Eyes 
handed Juliette a small plastic package with two ear buds. Juliette repressed a laugh. She and her 
father had always been in the back of the crowd, leaving her to wonder... If they could hear then-
Mayor Warden like he were speaking to them in their living room, then how did those right next 
to him hear. She had assumed it was some nuanced spell that allowed every person to hear him 
like they were in their own intimate conversation with him. Now, she realized this was not the 
case. She looked to see everyone stuff something–handkerchiefs, scarves, fingers–in their ears. 
She put in the ear buds. When the mayor spoke, she heard him muffled with a kind of 
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whooshing sound. The enchanted devices altered the sound waves until she could soon hear him 
like a stereo recording. She gathered that her escort was well connected. Sneaking a peak at him, 
she saw he wore the same leather shoes from yesterday but with argyle socks rolled up his shins. 
His shirt was silk. He was rich. And he was going out of his way for her. And he never asked her 
name. Perhaps he even assumed that she knew him. This had to be her son, the offspring of that 
woman her father would have married. 

“One and all, all and one,” said the mayor to each of his town’s denizens. “We are gathered to 
commemorate a mighty history of magic. One hundred and five years ago, Hilden Poltabiest, a 
witch of no particularly extraordinary abilities, unleashed the power of the golden egg laid by one 
of her geese. She saved our town from a hoard of vampires, whose superstitious nature 
threatened our very way of life. To this day, Hilden exemplifies that magic is not only in essence 
but also in character. And character is in love. Love your people, love your town, love your 
history, and we can accomplish anything.” 

The crowd clapped and cheered. Men howled. Juliette looked to Violet Eyes. He had 
yawned. Now that she knew he had no interest in her beyond obligation, she was intrigued by 
him. And his reaction to this speech made him more interesting. In her short experience of life, 
she refused to see how traditions granted progress. History was war. History was privilege. 
History was a story of men’s successively violent attempts for power punctuated with the 
occasional egotist’s dream of being the one man who changed the world. Underneath was just a 
bunch of people trying to climb out of the wreckage. In a way, she had sympathized with the 
vampires. The witches dismissed them as backwards animals, but why not believe in a magical 
world that prophesies were possible? It stood to reason, given the power hunger of men, that one 
would try to collapse the possibilities springing from every timeline into one certain thread. Even 
the witches admitted the vampires thought they were saving the world. So in their minds, the 
witches were the ones trying to destroy their world by withholding the power of the egg. And 
yet, even though every year the story was told that the vampires were trying to save their way of 
life, not as individual races but as One race, everyone scoffed. Who was backwards? 

The mayor opened the box and revealed the egg. Juliette could not deny the excitement that 
tingled under her innocently jaded layers. Even if there were inconsistencies and ignorance, 
history had a majestic depth that, when experienced through its artifacts, was magnetic. Despite 
always doubting, even as a little girl, the truth of Hilden Poltabiest (who was called by her 
Christian and not her surname like most male icons of the past), this egg, which had lost all 
luster, still contained a secret to their existence, her being. The crowd fell in awe at the revelation 
of the egg. Juliette became aware that her mouth had fallen agape and stiffened her jaw. Violet 
Eyes looked to her and craned his head with a smirk. He was impressed at how sober she 
remained in the face of mob stupidity. Juliette berated herself for wanting to smile back, for 
being happy that she had captured his personal attention. Knowing his curiosity did not stem 
from her name, or rumors, but from her individuality, made her blush. She did not want to care 
what he thought at all. 

“Now,” said the mayor, “let the spirit of Hilden through this egg choose the righteous hero of 
Newton.” He removed the golden relic from the box and handed it to an observer. One by one, 
the egg was passed. 

“Keep your hearts pure,” continued the mayor. “The egg has been known to harm those with 
evil intentions.” 

The egg at first moved back into the crowd then began to move forward as a woman passed it 
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to her child, who passed it to the man in front of him. Juliette saw the egg approaching, only 
three people away. She had never considered her endgame. Justice was a virtue; revenge, a sin. 
She had focused on finding her father’s murderer, not on what she would do with him. Would 
she kill him? Could she kill him? She had the burden of being judge and jury, because the 
Cualquery would have never chosen Truth over convenience and bribes. 

A man handed her the artifact. She stared at it, knowing each second she waited brought 
suspicion. She thought of her father, Harbinger’s pride, and grabbed the egg. Electric blue bolts 
sparked and sputtered. Juliette held the egg out. Murmurs broke out in the crowd. No one knew 
what it meant. She wanted to cry. Everyone knew how hateful she could be. Violet Eyes hit her 
hand, letting the egg roll to the ground. People backed away like the object was cursed. 

From a hot air balloon, a young man had gotten up and hung over the basket to watch. 
“I’ll get it,” he yelled. 
Seeing who it was, the people cheered. He jumped from the balloon, falling and disappearing 

into the crowd. The people parted, allowing him a path to the mysterious egg. He wore a tan 
buttoned-up shirt, starched stiff. On the corner pocket was embroidered a tapestry of black 
flames curling into a beastly dog’s form. His black slacks had sharp creases and were tucked 
inside his polished boots. He was a lower ranked officer in the Cualquery. 

Encircled by the citizens he had sworn to protect, he picked up the egg and smiled at Juliette. 
She feigned a smile, resenting this knight and damsel scenario. 

“Feel it,” he said. 
Without looking around, she still felt the crowd’s barely contained excitement leaking from 

their pores. They were crafting a romance, and she wanted to give them a tragedy. She poked the 
egg. 

“Go on,” he said. 
She looked at him. His eyes were also violet. His hair was fairer and cut a bit shorter than her 

festival escort’s. His features were rounder. If not for the eyes, she would not have suspected a 
relation. When he smiled, it was disturbing in its purity. Good-natured people were the biggest 
fakes. Seeing him lifted as some champion made her want to show everyone who he truly was. 
As an officer, he was a hero. He risked his life to protect their own, and he deserved a hearty 
handshake for it. However, as a man, she would reveal their idol was false. 

She placed her palm over the egg. Her fingertips stroked the sides of his hand. She felt 
something inside the shell begin to move. Cracks of golden light shined in sparkling flecks, 
escaping from her fingers. Her supposed knight smiled as if beholding some prophesy. She got 
on her tippy toes, closed her eyes, and locked her lips onto his. The Violet-Eyed Fraud lifted the 
glimmering egg displaying it into the crowd and wrapped his other arm around Juliette, pulling 
her in. Juliette played the farce but then realized this was her first kiss. She froze. Her partner in 
romance took this as a natural end to the moment and parted from her with a triumphant smile. 
The true Violet Eyes was looking to her with his mouth opened. She had made him drop his 
cool boy act. She resisted a smirk, unsuccessfully. He noticed this and raised an eyebrow. He got 
close to her and asked: 

“Are things about to finally get interesting?” 
“Depends on how good I am.” 
“If you have the intent, then I don’t doubt the results.” 
After a moment of allowing the audience to enjoy the spectacle, Mayor Rector moved up to 

the young man, wrapped his arm around his shoulder, and made his next pronouncement: 
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“Sevymas Roysch, as The Golden Egg’s–and fair Juliette Harbinger’s–chosen one, you 
possess the singularity of true good nature. The Golden Egg sees that you are our community’s 
protector. So what miracle will you perform for us to demonstrate the power of character?” 

The Roysches, thought Juliette. Her father was actually going to marry them into the Roysch 
family. This meant he was going to marry– 

“Well,” said Sevymas. “One year, The Golden Egg’s hero chose to fly children over our 
village to show them how vast our small town is. Another year, a hundred bollens manifested in 
the pocket of every one in attendance. However, I want to share magic with everyone. I want to 
provide hope and a belief that the Cualquery, and I as its officer, will always be here to support 
you. Even if you don’t have magic,” he looked to Juliette, “know that you are protected. So for 
my miracle, I want everyone to hold hands and know that by being linked, they are holding my 
hand. And let me use the power of the egg so that we may walk on Bellacock River.” 

Gasps. Startled murmurs. The crowd’s delightful surprise quickly turned into dismay. Who 
was this young man to be so overconfident? Why were the young always overreaching in their 
ambitions? He had potential, but he was not ready for something like this. He did not even have 
an essence aligned with water. 

Sensing the crowd’s turn against him, Sevymas grabbed Juliette’s hand and pulled her to the 
river. He stepped one foot on its rushing surface, then another. He felt a tug as Juliette planted 
her feet. 

“You can trust me,” he said, looking to her as a display of support. 
She heard the crowd’s curiosity. Even if she did not like this righteous peer of hers, she could 

enjoy sticking it to the town that argued they knew best for her and her father. The town that 
cheered as the mayor claimed history would set her free. History did not get her the internship at 
the Department of Borders. Blackmail did. History killed her father. 

She stepped on to the river, standing hand in hand with Sevymas. Violet Eyes stepped 
forward and took Juliette’s other hand. One by one, then two by two, then dozens by dozens, the 
town stepped, then walked, then ran onto the rivers surface. Juliette touched the egg. 

“Fascinating,” said Sevymas. “Isn’t it?” 
She was too deep in thought to fake an ego stroking reaction. She was conducting an 

experiment. As more people locked hands and participated in this demonstration, she felt the 
egg enhance its power by concentrating the magical force. Thinking about Poltabiest, how she 
was weak in essence, Juliette came to a theory. The Golden Egg harnessed the power of 
collective consciousness. When people believed in the egg’s keeper, they lent the egg their 
essence. The egg harnessed that essence and fulfilled a wish for its master. The flaw of this 
system would be identical to the weaknesses that Sevymas and Poltabiest had projected onto 
their magical displays. 

Once the town of Newton stood on the river, cheers broke out. They had regained faith in 
their hero, in their fairytale. Sevymas began walking, and the town trekked down the waterway. 

“This is a display of what our community’s unity can accomplish,” said Sevymas to Juliette. 
“And what does this achieve?” replied Violet Eyes. “Will this feed hungry children? Will this 

keep a single mother from having to work three jobs? Will this cure the disease of poverty?” 
“No, Valen,” said Sevymas, “but maybe it will help those who are hurting hold on for another 

day.” 
“And what about the days, weeks, months, and years after that? You go down in history as 

the messiah of Newton, but what will you do for your town that will outlast the benefits and 
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perks you get from this spectacle?” 
“As a member of the Cualquery–” 
“The lowest rank,” chimed in Juliette. 
“I have to start somewhere,” replied Sevymas. 
“Your mother didn’t buy you a seat at the captain’s side?” 
“I would prefer to earn it.” 
Valen saw Juliette scrunch her face and nod as if contemplating a philosophical quandary. He 

remained silent, watching. Sevymas, satisfied he had made his point, took her silence as consent 
and focused on the clear sky and horizon. 

“Well,” said Juliette, easing back into the topic at hand. “First, if your goal is to aid society, 
then you should have accepted your mother’s help. The sooner you rise up the ranks, the sooner 
you gain influence and can help the town. So essentially, you have chosen your own need for 
validation over the town’s good. And still, who says your will is best for the town? Who says you 
know best how to help us? And secondly, as a Roysch, in blood and name, you will always be 
guaranteed a relatively easier pass, and you will get much farther than most before hitting the 
glass ceiling.” 

“I’m sorry, Juliette. But I know I have worked hard. And I know that many people just make 
excuses. Your father–” 

“Don’t lecture me about my father. He never kidded himself. He worked hard but still knew 
the advantages of marrying into the Harbinger family. That was why he dedicated his newfound 
privilege to helping the poor and those who could not afford the stakes to gamble in the casino 
we call a justice system. 

“It is only a matter of time for you. Your place as captain was bought when you were born. 
You could stab yourself in the foot with your sword and still be designated the future leader of 
Newton. Men like you tell people who have worked, broken their backs, and ruined their hands, 
that all they needed to do was work harder. That they are lazy and just need to want it more. You 
prance around with your fairytale promises of meritocracy, but other than a charming smile, what 
are your talents? Mr. Carver is talented. It only gets him a small apartment on top of his shop. 
Unless you are prepared to fake your death, change your name, and go where no one would 
recognize your face, you will truly have no idea what it means to earn a way. And even then, you 
would only at best be a second ranked official, because the first ranks would have already been 
auctioned off to the highest bidder. Don’t you ever talk about my father like you knew him.” She 
released his hand and marched off the river. 

Had she done it on purpose? She had considered it. There was a moment, a frozen moment 
like a thrown ball reaching its highest point before falling, when Sevymas, Valen, and those 
around them beheld Juliette walking on water by herself with a sense of shock and awe. Then a 
question mark flashed over them as they wondered what this meant for them as they were not 
linked to Sevymas. Then one by one, two by two, dozens by dozens, people fell into the river: 
splashing, flailing, kicking, screaming, panicking, children crying, people climbing on top of 
others dunking them into the river, swimmers clinging to those who could not swim to shore. 

Sevymas felt The Golden Egg losing its power. However, he did not assume it was because 
he had lost the faith of his people. He believed he had lost confidence in himself. And just as he 
had imposed this rule that they had to be holding hands, he managed briefly, to pour enough of 
himself into the egg for one last manifestation. He saw everyone in the river, blinked, and saw 
them standing on the shore, soaking wet. Essence and all other energies drained, he fainted, 
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falling into the river. 
The men of the town ran down the river’s banks and linked once more, forming a safety net 

that stretched into the river and caught Sevymas as he floated downstream. The men on land 
hauled their brothers one by one from the river, the last clinging to Sevymas. They placed their 
hero on the grass. A man rushed forth: “I’m a doctor.” He performed CPR until Sevymas spat up 
water and took his pulse. The doctor poured a potion down his throat and gave his diagnosis: 
“He’s fine. He’ll sleep it off.” The crowd roared with goodwill. 

Juliette was embarrassed. She had considered letting everyone fall to their doom, fantasized 
about it, but she had never intended to make it a reality. If she wanted to find her father’s killer, 
she could not have such emotional reactions. But she had never heard anyone talk about 
Harbinger since she had been back. She had never talked about him since he had died. And it 
had dawned on her that maybe Sevymas did know him better. He had spent years with her father 
that she would never have. She hated him. She blacked out the world and just needed to be gone. 
She released his hand and marched off the water forgetting all sense. How would she explain the 
magic? She had placed leaves from her diary on the soles of her shoes to make walking on the 
hard rough terrain easier. With a quick spell in her mind, she had channeled enough essence into 
the pages to make it back to land. 

People glared at her. Someone booed. Another joined in. Soon, a chorus of heckling broke 
out. Valen grabbed Juliette by the hand and pulled her away, pushing through the crowd. Only 
the people around them knew what had happened but word would spread. As they bumped their 
way through the crowd, they tried to out walk the whispers. Juliette let him go and ran, covering 
her face as she broke out in sobs. It was her fault Sevymas almost drowned. It was her fault the 
town hated her. And now she even believed it was her fault her father had died. If only she had 
come back sooner... If only she had told her father to never get involved with the Roysch 
family... If only she had anticipated that someone would have talked about him then she could 
have stayed composed. She had tried to play a game of egos with a man, Life’s natural winner. 
She was destined to lose even if she had won. He was the victor; she was evil. But she still 
believed in everything she had said. 

When she made it back to the abandoned festival, she could not run anymore. She fell to her 
knees. Valen crouched down and held her. 

“We need to get back to the car,” he said. “Come on.” 
He helped her to her feet, and they stumbled and staggered over the hilly terrain, out of the 

festival. 
“Don’t regret anything you said,” said Valen. 
“I don’t,” replied Juliette. “I just shouldn’t have let go.” 
“A good lesson. Don’t let go. And remind me not to bring up your father.” 
Juliette had not realized her arms were around him. She hugged him a little tighter. For 

once, she cared what her town thought of her. The true magic of community was not in the 
contrived ceremony of The Golden Egg; it was seeing the heart of a community in action as they 
banded together to save Sevymas. Watching men risk their lives to save one of their own 
provided a glimpse of true character in her town. However, after Juliette came to her senses she 
shrugged this off. She knew her town was full of heroes. It had courage. It had sacrifice. What 
the people lacked was empathy. They would save your life then make you want to jump off a 
bridge with their lies and gossip and accusations. They would give you a kidney, sell you a 
potion, but still let you grow up feeling abandoned. They would still try to make you doubt your 
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father was a man worthy of respect, of having his existence acknowledged. They would still make 
you feel like a piece of chewed up gum to be scraped off the bottom of their shoes. Today, they 
were heroes. Tomorrow, they would go back to being the people who spat on her father then 
killed him. This incident only assured the status quo of her reality. Maybe for a moment, she 
could have cashed in on her beauty to be like the matriarch, Velestine Roysch. She could have 
been viewed as classy and sophisticated and regal. She could have made them feel small just by 
walking into the room. But she did not want to be that person. Life brought her down to keep 
her humble, and she was grateful. Yes, she was the one who left the town to drown. Yes, she 
chose her father’s memory over every person on that river. Yes, she would find the demon who 
murdered her father. She was the daughter of The Dud Superior. 



 

13 
 
 
Valen had offered to follow Juliette home, but she insisted on going to Rockden, the Roysch 
home. After a brief argument where he tried to explain that she owed his brother and the town 
nothing (they were all hypocrites) he saw the quickest resolution was not to obliterate the matter 
but to just go through with it. He lead the way home. 

An estate with labyrinthine gardens where butterflies fluttered and bees wafted about: with 
yellow brick paths for spring and summer strolls through the grounds, with two gazebos: a water 
suite with pools, jacuzzis, and waterfalls; Rockden, the house, was considerably more modest: a 
two-story house with an ambulatory on each floor. However, the appearance was deceptive. 
Inside, the structure contained four floors of fifteen bedrooms, seven offices, five salons, and 
three kitchens as the minimum to be found. The house was rumored to spring rooms at its 
mistress’s will. 

Juliette found herself alone in The Lavender Room. The walls were the namesake color. The 
small room contained a white loveseat and two matching chairs decorated with the namesake 
flower. A tall, opened cupboard displayed rows of antique plates. 

Taking a seat in one of the chairs, Juliette prepared herself. She had found herself in a 
situation where doing the right thing actually furthered her agenda. She needed to offer Sevymas 
a sincere apology while finding her way into the Roysch home. At this moment, she knew a 
demon had assassinated her father. She knew a prominent family was funneling money through 
local businesses to bribe the Department of Borders, allowing this demon to enter the Holly Tail 
Township. She had deduced that one of the oldest and most powerful families had to be 
involved. Amongst all her father’s files, she had found research on three of the five Cornerstone 
Families, those lineages that dated back to the township’s founding. Now, she had discovered 
that her father was sleeping with Velestine Roysch, head of a Cornerstone Family with no file. 
Her bet was that her father had found his answers, and hid his findings somewhere safe. Rotten 
fruit was dangling from the Roysch family tree. 

After some time, Valen entered with a sterling silver tray supporting a teapot and matching 
teacups. He walked to the area between the sofa and chairs and, with a tap of his foot, the floor 
parted; a coffee table rose up. He pulled the second chair closer to her and sat, pouring tea. 
Juliette again could not help but fall a little further for him. 

They took their first sips. She tasted honey and orange and roses. Valen placed his tea down. 
Juliette sensed he was preparing to say something, so she did the same. 

“I was a little jealous when you kissed my brother,” he said. 
“I’m sorry. I was just kind of making a point,” she replied. 
“I know. But still... Would you actually like to meet me sometime? Or should I keep stalking 

you?” He had a joking smile on his face. 
She laughed. “No. We can meet.” 
He looked away, nodding his head and rubbing his knees. He seemed relieved, like the worst 

was over. This made him adorable to Juliette. She had cracked through his icy façade and 
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become someone he was beginning to care for. She took away too much meaning from this. She 
thought this said something good about her. If she could matter to a man who was so unlike the 
people she did not respect, then maybe she was the woman she wanted to be. 

He placed his hand over hers. She let him. He took the hand up and placed a kiss on the soft 
skin. She regretted even touching Sevymas. This here could have been her first kiss. And the 
thought of kissing two men in the same day, especially brothers, ruined the magic this moment 
could have been. How did Valen feel? He would not want to kiss her now. She had not even 
brushed her teeth. She still had his brother on her lips. Thinking he would not want to kiss her 
made her feel guilty. She assured herself she had done nothing wrong. She had owed him 
nothing, and he was too rational to dismiss her. But she was still so afraid of what he may have 
been thinking. 

He rested his cheek against her hand. She just released all thoughts and found a moment of 
stillness. The faint scent of his cologne and shampoo, the flecks of gold as the sunshine hit the 
fairer strands of his dark hair. He looked to her, taking her hand in both of his, and said: 

“I haven’t liked many girls. They are all kind of trivial. But you are different. Can I kiss you?” 
She did not want to disappoint him, and this concern only made her disappointed in herself. 

She did not want to send the wrong message. She wanted to communicate that she could not 
kiss him while wanting to kiss him. Although, she did not want to be this “trivial” girl who 
became all frazzled and had all of these arbitrary rules of how everything was supposed to be. 
Romance was an illusion. This was real. She had the chance to kiss the boy she wanted to kiss. 
His violet eyes captivated her. But it was not his eyes, it was the man behind them. Sevymas had 
the same eyes, but they were not hypnotic under his will. 

“Yes,” she said. 
He brought his head down to hers. She tried to be patient, to wait for him, to let him make 

the full move. Then he paused just before reaching her lips, and she could not wait. She came to 
him. She felt his arms reach around her, pulling her in. She ran her fingers through his hair. 
Sensing she was losing control of herself, that her mind could have slipped into him and been 
gone forever, she felt a warning, a desire to pull away. He put his hands on her, and felt her hips 
connected to her being and body in an eye rolling lusciousness. 

She felt Valen pull away in a burst. She heard something slam; the room shuddered. Valen 
sat on the floor, crunched up against the wall. Sevymas stood over him. The officer had come 
into the room to greet Juliette and, seeing the tender scene, had thrown his younger brother off 
and into the wall. 

Juliette tried to gather her thoughts to keep them from jumping to a self-absorbed 
conclusion. He could not have been jealous. They had only met once, and she made a fool of 
herself trying to make a fool of him. 

“Stay away from her,” said Sevymas to his brother. 
Valen stood and brushed himself off like he was covered in imaginary dust. “Well, big bro, I 

think I’ve offended you.” 
Juliette saw that Valen could not look at his brother, or her. He kept his head down. He was 

embarrassed. 
What would she have done with a Neanderthal like Sevymas? Valen was an intellectual, a 

man proud of his awareness. If he was like her, then Valen would just get through this encounter 
so he could make a point to his older brother at a later time. She did not want him to feel 
ashamed because she was watching. She valued his existence even more. 
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“Sevymas, I don’t feel safe being alone with you if you are going to act like this,” she said. 
“Either calm down, or we will have to talk with him in the room.” She walked over to Valen and 
held his hand. Side by side, they stood together. Valen looked up and met his brother’s glare. 

Sevymas’s mouth was pursed, his fists balled up. “I’m calm,” he said through clenched teeth. 
“Go sit,” she said. 
Sevymas did not budge. Then he exhaled and, sunken, went to sit on the loveseat. 
“Give us a moment,” Juliette said to Valen. 
Valen nodded and slipped out of the room. Juliette closed the door behind him then sat on 

the chair before Sevymas. She took up her tea and with another sip, silently thanked the man 
who had prepared it. Then she let him go, focused on her task. Sevymas sat hunched over, 
elbows on knees, rocking back and forth with one fist balled up in another. Juliette had prepared 
her apology and said: 

“I came to tell you–” 
“I think he killed your father,” blurted Sevymas. “I know it. Valen killed your father.” 
He looked at her with wide boyish eyes. Juliette saw so much sincerity. 
“You love my father,” she said. 
“More than my own,” he replied. 
She smiled. “Start from the beginning. Tell me everything you know about my father and 

your family.” 
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Juliette tried to be sympathetic to Sevymas’s ramblings. He started talking about his childhood, 
which turned into a public relations campaign–or character testimony–for his mother. He shared 
a memory of when he was six and had fallen in love with a classmate at the Frellick Academy. 
He had picked one of her favorite blue roses from her favorite central garden and given it to his 
crush on the playground, surrounded by their friends. The girl ran away, giggling. He was 
heartbroken. 

When he arrived home, his mother sat in the foyer with homemade cookies and a pitcher of 
cold milk. Changing into something more comfortable, they sat in their pajamas watching his 
favorite movie where toy soldiers came to life to save the day. 

Juliette listened without interruption. Sevymas talked as if he were in therapy, as if these 
private confessions had been locked inside of him for years. He talked without looking at her. 
She assumed this was because she did not matter. He could have been talking to the air. The 
point was in the release, not in the communication. In truth though, Sevymas was very 
concerned with his audience. He was afraid of meeting  judgmental eyes so he did not look up. 
He knew these stories were not significant in general, but he wanted her to see their importance 
to him. He wanted her to know his mother as a loving, even if very flawed, person. He also 
wanted to show Juliette his heart in a peek behind the curtain of persona he had so dramatically 
displayed at the festival. He knew it was Valen’s unapologetic insistence on being himself that 
drew her to him. He wanted her to know that he was a person, he cared, he had feelings, and he 
knew their world was not perfect. He had always felt guilty for not having a more troubled 
childhood, but wasn’t that the point? His mother did her job; she protected him. And now he 
was a man, ready to protect her. 

As Juliette heard these sentimental anecdotes, she became aware of an invisible figure. His 
indulgence began to irritate her, but she listened. In these stories, she could learn his character 
and he was truly typical. If his mother had been more present, he would not have had so many 
memories. These recallings were isolated incidents he clung to for comfort. He formed a bosom 
out of these recollections that he nestled in. He knew her father was dead, and yet he went on. 

As for this unmentioned person: who had made the homemade cookies? Who poured the 
milk in the pitcher? Who set up the tray? Who moved the tray into the foyer? Who moved the 
tray to the cinema room and loaded the film? Who had provided the miniature vase and water 
for the blue rose? 

“Sevymas?” Juliette asked. 
He looked to her, and, happy to see how kind her eyes were, he smiled. His anxieties 

relieved, he sat up, grabbed his knees, and inhaled a breath of fresh air. 
“Thanks for letting me talk,” he replied. “Being a guy, I guess I forget sometimes I have to let 

stuff out too. I’m sorry about your father. I should’ve done more.” 
Juliette forced her smile to the front of her expression. He was just so self-absorbed not to see 

that her father was more important than any of this, not because he was her father, but because 
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he was dead. And now he seemed to have completely overlooked that she had a question. She 
considered dropping it. Trying to be devious got her in trouble at the festival, but this felt 
different. This urge was not arrogance. It was not a deep instinct to claim superiority, to validate 
her beliefs or worldview. No, this was true intuition. She continued as if uninterrupted: 

“Sevymas, your mother is a powerful witch who clearly has many town responsibilities.” 
“Absolutely,” said Sevymas, proudly. “She may not have had a job in the official sense, but 

she was–is–important to the community.” 
“So who took care of you when she was busy tending to your future?” 
“Oh, the nanny, Mrs. Felfen.” 
The name struck her. “Sarah Felfen?” 
Sevymas nodded. Juliette’s being resonated in her core with a singular truth: This was not a 

coincidence. This was life in a small world where all things eventually moved forward only to 
turn back. Sarah Felfen had spat on her father to save her reputation. A divorce, even if 
represented by her father, should not have had her extremely minimal standing driven to the 
forefront of public affairs. She should not have mattered to the point her father would allow her 
to spit on him. Only Felfen’s association with the Roysches could have mattered. 

She did not trust Sevymas. He was trustworthy but naïve. He would swear to keep her secrets 
only to blab them to Velestine on the grounds that surely he could tell his sweet mother, like she 
was exempt from all social contracts. She downplayed the importance of Sarah Felfen by moving 
the conversation forward: 

“So how do you know my father is dead?” 
Seeing how calm she remained, he replied: “You don’t believe me.” 
“I don’t think you’re lying. I believe that you think he’s dead.” 
Sevymas reached into his pocket and showed her a ring with three overlapping silver circles 

as its band, a black square cut gem as its jewel. 
“Your father gave me this ring a week ago,” he said. “He told me if it turned black, then he 

was dead. He told me I had to take care of you if anything happened to him, and I swear I will.” 
“When did it turn?” she asked. 
“The day after you got back. I woke up, and it was just like this. So cold.” 
“I saw my father’s letters. He is just on a trip. Maybe the magic–” 
“Something must have happened on his way out of town.” He leaned over as if begging her 

to believe him. “It would be perfect. He was already on his way out of town on some secret 
business. This gives the killer days, even weeks, to distance himself from the crime. You don’t 
know my brother. He is quiet, but he is not shy. A shy person is afraid of meaning something. 
The opinions of others shape their existence. And to some extent, we need society to shape up, 
to teach us humility through guilt and shame, to teach us kindness through sadness. We learn to 
care by seeing others hurt. But he’s never cared. He is quiet because he loves the dark. He is not 
aloof. He just does not care. I could fall on my own sword, and he would only appear to grieve if 
it suited him.” 

“You are not a poet. And what a horrible way to talk about your brother. I guess you 
exhausted your kindness on your mother.” 

“She tries. She’s not the most maternal woman you will meet, but even when I see her sitting, 
she looks at me and I know she cares. Valen has nothing. We grew up apart from our older 
brothers, we should be closer. I should be able to trust him above anyone.” 

“Where is your father?” 
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“It doesn’t matter. Where is your father?” 
Juliette sat back nonchalantly, reaching into her pockets, clutching the pendant that served as 

her father’s reliquary. She was not aware of this gesture. She was only trying to downplay 
Sevymas’s heaviness. 

“I will send my father a letter,” she said. “I am sure he will respond.” She would make him 
reply. 

Sevymas went to grab her hand, to make one more appeal. However, his petitions were not 
just for her trust but for her affection. Afraid of being direct, of the meanings behind what he 
saw between her and his brother, he created this world of emotion where she could love him if 
she believed him. She would trust him to avenge her father. They would be happy together. 
Lincoln Harbinger had taught him how to be a good man by being a true father. Harbinger 
sparred with him, made him read books that were more educational than entertaining, and 
quizzed him on their history as mages in a witch’s world. He taught him that to be a citizen, and 
especially an officer, he needed to understand not just the action but the ideals that shaped the 
character of each. Harbinger was cold in the most loving way. However, there were still 
moments when he revealed his true self, not as a solicitor, not as a virtuous man, but as a father. 

Harbinger never would have considered Sevymas Roysch a confidante, but he had let his 
guard down with the good-natured boy. He would have moments where he would stare up at the 
sky with a slight smile on his face. Sevymas did not expect this peaceful look. He had assumed 
that if Harbinger were one for daydreaming, then his look would have been more world weary. 
But the solicitor who took on society seemed so light at moments. One day, Harbinger had 
fallen into one of these trances and just started talking about apple fritters tasting different. 
Sevymas was too afraid to ask what this treat was. He did not want to risk Harbinger becoming 
aware of his presence and returning to his usual self. So he listened. His mentor told him that 
the apple fritters seemed technically sound but something was missing. They did not have the 
warmness they used to. 

“Before my daughter left, we had our last taste of them,” said Harbinger. They had finished 
sparring for the day and sat on the mat still dressed in their white, padded uniforms, their 
practice swords at their sides. “I’m happy she had tasted them while they were still perfect. That 
will be our last childhood memory.” 

Unlike Harbinger, Sevymas knew Juliette had made those apple fritters taste warm. Over 
time, Harbinger would sink into his medley of memories, sharing a story about how his daughter 
skipped around in her paint stained frock on Main Street, how she had berated Mr. Dillon for 
giving her father a too stern stare when passing on the street, and how she somehow had come to 
prefer mundane food over magical delicacies. “She tastes magic like it’s wax,” he had said, 
laughing for the first time. “I didn’t think the Sisestra would have realized how powerful she was. 
Maybe this is a sign that times are changing, and she will have a better go of things than me.” 
Then Harbinger gave Sevymas the Bloodlink Ring. “If this ring turns black, you take care of 
Juliette until she’s ready to take care of herself. Then you just provide her with whatever she 
needs.” 

There would be no reason to think that Juliette understood his intentions. Sevymas did and 
still did not resent the old man. Harbinger linked his name to the Roysches for one purpose, to 
better ensure his daughter’s entrance into society. In the years of her departure, he imagined 
what she might have looked like as a woman but only saw her as he had left her at fourteen. Still, 
he knew she was growing. And if she was aging, then he was aging. He would be gone. She 
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would be alone. For his daughter, he reached out to Velestine Roysch as a companion, 
discovered a secret, and was killed for doing his duty as a good man. 

Who knows what would have happened if Sevymas had reached for Juliette’s hand? If he 
could have planted even the smallest of seeds in her imagination, it could have grown a stem that 
cracked Valen’s perfection. Often times, just knowing a possibility, establishing an intention, can 
cause an invisible world to form that soon exerts itself, displacing reality until it is reality. 
Unfortunately, the door opened, Sevymas pulled away, and Velestine Roysch asked for a moment 
with her fiancé’s daughter. With a curling of her finger, she beckoned Juliette to rise and follow 
her out of the room. 
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Juliette entered the hall and wondered if something was different about its appearance. 
Preoccupied with her mission (and not wanting to seem like an awestruck girl) she paid little 
attention to Rockden. She acted like an heiress accustomed to such things, incapable of allowing 
opulence to shake her self-worth. But now she had flashes of the hall Valen had escorted her 
down, and she thought there were family portraits on the wall. Now there were none. She 
remembered a small table. Or that there had to be one, because she remembered a small statue. 
No, maybe she was making that up. She definitely did not remember the hall as it was now, bare, 
a scuffed wooden floor stretching down to a window; the eggshell walls, stripes overlapping birds 
like bars on a cage. 

Walking, Juliette observed with a slight hint of jealousy, Velestine’s long, black hair bouncing 
and bobbing, the air buoying the wavy locks like God had blown her a kiss. The matriarch of the 
house wore a silk red blouse with a white floral skirt that gave her the shape of a bulbous flower 
bud. Her stilettos were lavender; the soles, red. They reached a room. Opening the door, 
sunlight bursted, alighting Velestine in a celestial aura that nearly washed her away. The 
matriarch walked into the onslaught of light; Juliette covered her eyes and followed. 

The two women came into a conservatory, a glass room that came to a dome. Golden ribs cut 
the glass into panes, running to meet at the top then descending into a chandelier. The floors 
were tiled black and white; wicker furniture upholstered in floral prints was scattered in various 
groupings. In the center stood an iron table set ornamented with curled leaves. A pitcher of 
violet pulpenade, a summery drink made from the pulp of spiky, orange pulpens, was on the 
table, along with two glasses. The drink was a social standard for the rich and poor. The 
beverage was known to sparkle in your mouth and promote vitality. 

Juliette fell into protocol. She accepted Velestine’s inevitable invitation to sit, allowed the 
hostess to pour the drink, and they took several sips before the proper one determined the course 
of the conversation. 

“I was a little disappointed your father did not tell me he was leaving,” said Velestine. “I 
thought we had moved into something more open with his last trips, but I suppose old habits die 
hard. He’s used to being alone.” 

“He had me,” replied Juliette. 
“I mean in an adult sense.” 
Juliette almost liked her. Velestine had not a tapering of condescension laced in her tone. 

Her face was still but not frozen. Her forehead crinkled in puzzlement at how Juliette could have 
misinterpreted her statement. Juliette had prepared for an indirect game of snobbery, but perhaps 
a powerful woman had no use for side stepping to a goal. Velestine could approach her targets 
head on, knowing the impending judgment could not harm her. 

“My father never told me he was engaged,” replied Juliette. “I returned very confused. I had 
no idea who you were. I couldn’t even give your name to Mr. Carver.” 

“Yes,” said Velestine. “Mr. Carver called me about some portrait. He shut down his store just 
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to stay holed up here for his sketching. Thank you, it was thoughtful. But we are family. I 
cancelled the baking, and we will call the portrait a wedding present.” 

Juliette sighed in an attempt to match Velestine’s blasé air. “I really didn’t think he would get 
so carried away. I am sorry he inconvenienced you.” 

“Apology accepted. And now you see why it’s important to stick to a certain echelon of 
services. People not accustomed to certain areas of society have the tendency to prowl, or just 
gawk. It’s uncomfortable. And my family has not worked for generations to be uncomfortable.” 

“Any family can say they’ve tried their best to set their generations on a course. So that is easy 
enough to understand.” 

“Good. So as you are understanding of how a mother guides the course of her sons, tell me... 
How do you intend on handling this crush Sevymas has for you?” 

“As Valen and I spend more time together, he will have to handle his feelings. Not me. He’s 
not my responsibility.” 

“And if he wants to be friends?” Velestine closed her eyes as she took another sip. 
“Well, I have no issue with that.” 
“So you plan on teasing my son. Or are you naïve enough to think you can be friends with a 

man who’s falling for you.” She sighed and sat back in her chair, folding her arms. Nodding her 
head, eyes still closed, she laughed. 

Realizing that Velestine had taken measure and deemed her unfit as a rival, Juliette blushed. 
“Sevymas is oblivious,” continued Velestine. “It’s how he has managed to remain so innocent 

all of these years. And I won’t let an adolescent crush conflated by hormones into a knightly 
romance be my son’s undoing. I love your father; so I’m being nice. Make your intentions clear; 
your actions, clearer.” 

Velestine lifted her eyes to gaze directly at her guest. The black irises were hit by sunbeams, 
breaking them into violet flecks. 

“I will keep my distance from Sevymas,” replied Juliette. 
“That’s all I ask. And for the record, I fully support your courtship with Valen.” She smiled. 

“Courtship. An outdated word but I still think it describes something a bit different than dating. 
Don’t you?” 

“I don’t know.” 
“Sevymas was willing to let the whole town drown just so you could run back to shore. He 

used the last of his connection to the egg to ensure your safety. That’s much more than 
courtship. But a young man helping the girl he likes to her car. That’s about it in a neat little nut 
shell. I’m not sure why you would choose a cupcake over a flufuken, but that’s your business. Just 
don’t let your youth twist things into some silly melodrama. Romeo and Juliet were tragic fools. 
If they had given it a week, they would have come to their senses.” 

“Well, that’s melodramatic in and of itself.” Juliette refused to sip, keeping her glass in the 
palm of her hand, its coolness keeping her alert. 

“Not if you don’t take it so literally. A fool is someone whose innocence is a vice. So in order 
to grow, to become a member of society, they must kill that part of themselves, becoming 
something more jaded to survive. You can be innocent and still know the world for what it is, but 
then you wouldn’t be a fool. You would be an angel. Men aren’t angels.” 

Juliette often prided herself on finding the faults in other’s conventional thinking. She found 
people haphazardly adopted clichés for beliefs, never moving beyond a kind of superficial 
philosophy that, even if shallow, still eluded them to put into practice. Now Velestine, who had 
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skipped the small talk, who did not impart conveniently tidy explanations for life, had left her 
silent. Juliette had gotten a glimpse of the woman she wanted to be, and she loved her; hated her; 
feared her. 

The door opened. A tall, lean man entered. His hair dark like Velestine’s, his eyes just as 
intense in their sharpness, he still managed a more welcoming presence. Seeing Juliette, he 
smiled like she had just told his favorite joke in the perfect way. Out of politeness, she stood, and 
he rushed over and hugged her, laughing. Holding her at arms length, taking her in, he said: 

“You caused a riot, and it was glorious.” 
Juliette bowed her head, an unconscious reaction to her self-consciousness. His likeness to 

her in spirit was offensive, cutting her down. She had prepared to be berated by phonies, to be at 
the mercy of ignorance. Instead, this gorgeous man, like a revelation of a Valen who had found 
happiness in a stupid world, understood her, giving her nothing to stand on. These perfect 
people revealed her every flaw, her every immaturity. 

The newcomer gave Velestine a kiss on the cheek as he sat next to her. Juliette saw this vision 
of her and Valen. If they had killed her father, she was doomed. 

“Hello, Mr. Roysch,” said Juliette. “I’m sorry about your son, and–” 
“Ha!” said Roysch. “First, don’t apologize. I’m sure Sevymas did something so chivalrously 

superior you had no choice but to runaway. If you hadn’t, you would be like every other young 
girl a proud man would never look at. Secondly, as flattered as I am, I don’t have the honor of 
being Sevymas’s father. I’ve settled for being his uncle.” 

Velestine laughed. “I guess we would make quite the power couple, dear brother.” 
“You can call me Valcogne,” said Roysch, reaching over the table with an extended hand. 

Juliette shook the hand and smiled. “Have you met the twins, Logan and Burgess, yet?” 
“No. Just meeting two of your nephews has nearly made me wipe out the town. I can’t 

imagine what effect the other two might have.” 
The Roysches laughed. 
“You are loosening up,” said Velestine. “Good. I apologize for being a mother hen. But trust 

me, you’ll get it someday.” She replenished her glass and handed it to Valcogne. He took a sip, 
falling into a summer daze, enjoying the sparkle. Then he said: 

“So what’s the secret business your father is up to?” 
“It’s secret,” said Juliette, coyly. 
“Oh come on. We’re almost family.” 
“It’s probably to do with that border incident he’s been investigating,” said Velestine. 
“The demon?” Catching himself for leaking such a threat, he turned to Juliette and said: “Of 

course there’s nothing to be alarmed about. I’m sure it was just some political affairs between 
Samarian and the township.” 

“Samarian?” asked Juliette. 
“It has been a while since you’ve been home,” said Velestine. 
Valcogne answered her inquiry. Samarian was the head family of the demon race. Barnabas 

Samarian in the last couple of years had risen to power, turning demons into a kind of mercenary 
force. 

“Don’t fill her head with such darkness,” said Velestine. 
“She’ll find it all out anyway. I’m sure the girl reads the paper.” 
Juliette felt like she was being toyed with. These two people, one of them had to be 

responsible for her father’s murder, and now they were just leaking information. They were 
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daring her to find out the truth. No, they were telling her that they were not afraid of her. They 
could tell her everything, and she could still do nothing to them. Then she realized how silly this 
was. She could not detect any ulterior motives. And there were others to consider as suspects. 

“What do you do, Valcogne?” she asked, stumbling over his name. She would have felt easier 
calling him Mr. Roysch. She assumed this was out of customary politeness; however, she 
unconsciously saw him, and Velestine, as superiors. Calling them by their first names was an act 
of equality she had issue recognizing. This belief manifested in her as a desire to be better: to be 
smarter, to be stronger. 

“I do nothing really. That’s the sin of being born into money. I have no talents. I have no 
passions. And I don’t understand working just to work. It’s embarrassing, so I like to be blunt 
about it.” His smile was gone. He looked over her shoulder to keep from meeting her eyes. He 
took a sip. 

Velestine rolled her eyes. “Men are ridiculous,” she said to Juliette. “You are more the head of 
this family than any man I’ve ever married. You maintain the finances and investments, sent my 
sons to the finest schools, and gave them more than one life lesson.” 

“Well, except for Sevymas,” said Valcogne. 
“Yes, he pines for his father to a righteous fault. But thankfully,” she addressed Juliette, “your 

father has been quite the masculine influence for him.” 
“So I’ve heard,” Juliette replied. “He loves him very much.” 
“We all do,” said Velestine. “And we love you as a result. You are family.” 
“Thank you,” said Juliette, politely. She did not want to be the stray dog they took in; she 

wanted to be the force that could make them bend then snap. 
“Good,” said Valcogne, brightening up. “Pick your room, my dear. If it isn’t obvious, you will 

be staying with us until your father returns.” 
“Oh I couldn’t,” said Juliette. 
“Oh please,” said Velestine. “We’ve done such a good job at avoiding polite pretenses up until 

now.” 
Juliette nodded. “Okay. Just give me a couple of days. I have to prepare for an internship 

starting Monday.” 
“Excellent,” said Velestine. “Have any bags out front Monday morning, and I will send 

someone to fetch them. Then after work, just come to Rockden. I’m sure Valen will be happy to 
have a like-minded friend. Isn’t that right, Valen?” Velestine looked over Juliette to the door. 
Juliette followed her line of sight and saw it cracked open. Valen entered. 

“Sorry for interrupting,” he said. “I was just looking for Juliette.” 
Velestine and Valcogne stood simultaneously. They smirked at one another, then walked 

around the table taking their leave. Velestine gave her boy a peck on the cheek. Valcogne patted 
him on the shoulder. They gave a quick farewell to Juliette then were gone. 

“I thought you could use some saving,” he said, approaching Juliette. 
“It was better than I was expecting thanks to your uncle,” she replied, standing. 
Valen took her hands in his. “Let me take you home now.” 
“I drove. Remember?” 
“Alright. Let’s just get out of here. We can hang out.” 
Juliette looked into his eyes, they had turned from kind to desperate. He was pushing his way 

into her home. She decided to let the events unravel: 
“Why don’t you sleep over?” 
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He brightened. “Are you sure?” 
“Of course. Your mother and uncle said they didn’t want me alone. So you can stay with me 

until I come here.” 
His boyish looks faded into something more serious. “They want you to stay here?” 
“Why wouldn’t they?” 
“Yes, it’s the polite offer.” 
“Absolutely.” She sensed concern. Her immediate reaction was to believe that he wanted her 

protected from Velestine and Valcogne. Their invitation came with motives. Juliette did not trust 
all of her instincts when it came to the Roysches. However, she trusted her father. He had given 
Sevymas the Bloodlink Ring. Not Velestine, his supposed love. Not Valcogne, manager of the 
house. Not the twins. Not Valen. 
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Juliette decided to simplify her life. This was her first thought. Her second was realizing her plan 
was more to streamline her investigation. That was more precise. Had the investigation become 
her life? She supposed it had. 

Considering her predicament with Valen, she once again found the dark birthed the light. 
She had to admit, he struck her. His beauty and demeanor were captivating, and she could have 
been consumed if not for her preoccupation with her father. Had he known that boys would 
threaten her sanity and killed himself as a martyr, savior of her good sense? A loving father 
indeed. 

Sighing, she stopped kidding with herself and went to work. Upon leaving Rockden, she 
informed Valen that she had errands to run and would meet him at her house at eight. He 
wondered why so late. She had to go to the hamlet of Maryville to pick up papers from one of 
her father’s clients. She was supposed to have done it at the festival, but it was evident how that 
turned out. Presented with a reasonable explanation, he kissed her on the cheek to see her off. 
She turned her head, wanting his lips. He took her in his arms. Allowing herself one more 
moment to enjoy him, the idea of him, she sunk, surrendering her being to his. Then she 
reclaimed herself and went about her next move. She sensed the truth of him was going to be a 
void whose horizon devastated the balance of her reality; so she allowed herself one more 
moment of fleeting fantasy. 

She drove on stretches of road through stretches of fields: corn, cauliflower, and grass. She 
glanced occasionally in her rearview mirror. The sky, the road, the land–this glimpse of a world 
with no people affirmed her worldview. People made and ruined everything. They built the 
roads, but how far did anyone go? They planted the crops, but what would they be mutated into? 
In a moment of serenity, she resolved to buy a cottage in a forest and never eat high fructose corn 
syrup again. Then she pulled over, reached into the glove compartment for her stash of powdered 
sugar cereal in a plastic baggy, and took another moment to enjoy the sky. Afterwards, she made 
use of her new phone. 

Her first call was to Klendall Sheek’s home. His wife picked up. Juliette stated the man of the 
house was expecting her call. After a moment, Sheek said: 

“Hello, Miss Harbinger. How might I be blackmailed today?” 
Juliette took her eyes from the sky, gazing at the steering wheel. 
“How would you like not to suffer through my constant presence?” she replied. 
“I’m listening.” 
“Obviously I was coming to the DOB to snoop through files. And you were obviously going 

to subvert any magical defenses in my way. And obviously if anything was considered remiss, you 
would be the first to be blamed.” 

“What do you want?” He sounded peeved but compliant. 
She made her request: to know the names of any demons that entered the township on the 

day she arrived home. 
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“I don’t have the names. But I can tell you the Roysches were the only ones who have had 
visitors from the other side recently.” 

“A demon?” 
“Can I take it that your covert methods suggest you have no intention of ruining the town 

with scandal, Miss Harbinger?” 
“My father is trying to clean up your mess. That demon–” 
“Cut the buffalo chips, dear. Your father is not soiling his precious daughter with his 

professional muck this early into things. No no. Knowing your old man, he probably left you to 
sorting mail and arranging paper clips by size. What are you after? What did this supposed 
demon do that the Roysches couldn’t handle? Or is this one of those old nuts from The 
Sisestra?” 

“Gully sends her love.” 
“I knew it. I want–” 
Juliette hung up. She knew Gully Luke and Sheek had history before the elder witch took up 

residence in The Sisestra. He could chew on that instead of probing closer to the truth. She sat 
back and lost herself once more in the sky. 

The Gosrin was the name of the collective dimensions housing the ethereal races. At select 
points were portals where members of the races could cross into each other’s realm. The 
Department of Borders guarded these entry points and conducted the rituals allowing their use. 

After her moment, she resumed her drive. She drove for two hours, trying to convince herself 
to take a more direct route. A mind within her said her tactics were a silly waste of time, but an 
urge within her–paranoia? intuition?–continued to take her miles towards Maryville, until she 
finally began to circle around back to Newton, arriving on the opposite side of her hometown. 
She blinked, and it was night. She came to the neighborhood of Parsdale, a small community of 
brick townhouses with small square yards and flowerpots on the decks. Juliette parked her car on 
the driveway of 323 Hillfull Avenue and knocked on the door. Sarah Felfen answered the door, 
sighed, and stepped back with a wave of the hand to motion Juliette inside. 

Standing in the doorway, Juliette saw a narrow, creaky hall with rugs. Picture frames stood 
on a chipped wooden table. The wallpaper was yellowed, the dark roses and green stripes 
outdated even by Newton’s quaintly stuffy standards. Juliette followed Mrs. Felfen from the 
hallway into the kitchen, stumbling on a loose white tile with a broken corner. Mrs. Felfen 
motioned once more, this time for Juliette to sit at a wobbly, wooden table with matching 
benches. Juliette sat, and Mrs. Felfen poured a glass of orange juice. Her wide hips swayed with a 
jerk from side to side as she shuffled her tired feet. She set the glass before Juliette then sat 
herself with a moan, relieving a day of labor. She laid back, letting her head hit the wall. Her 
strawberry blond curls were limp, her apron soiled. 

“You knew I was coming,” said Juliette, turning the glass between her fingers. 
“Your father always took an interesting pride in your love for fruit juice,” replied Mrs. Felfen. 
The juice was freshly squeezed. Mundane fruits were a rarity in Newton. Witches had long 

perfected their own sweet produce. Only specialty stands outside of the town carried the rare 
apple or orange. Unamused, Juliette repeated herself: 

“You knew I was coming.” 
“The tea leaves suggested a visitor looking for answers. I had to drive three hours to get that 

orange. My car broke down. I made sure the kids were out to sleepovers, so I decided to do 
tomorrow’s cooking while I waited for you. It’s good you were late. Gave me time to finish.” She 
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looked to the ceiling, inspecting a darkened spot of water damage. Had it grown? “I had hoped 
you wouldn’t come here. I really didn’t want it to be my fault. And you stayed away for so long, I 
thought maybe someone else killed your father.” 

Juliette said nothing. She did not care about Mrs. Felfen’s guilt. The contemptible hag 
deserved to stew in pity for how she treated her father. And Juliette would not give her the 
satisfaction of begging for answers. She was silent. She was still. She would not leave until she 
had answers even if it meant sleeping on the bench while rats scratched inside the walls. 

Mrs. Felfen sighed. Her cheeks were permanently rosy, red blotches surrounded with 
freckles. Her eyes were a dull blue. 

“Let’s start from the beginning,” she said. 
“That would be nice,” replied Juliette with an icy politeness. 
Mrs. Felfen raised an eyebrow and gave a smirk. Then she started from the beginning, 

explaining how a great man represented her in a divorce, fell in love with Velestine Roysch, and 
died for it. 



 

17 
 
 
Sarah Felfen and Velestine Roysch may have been peers, but they were from two different 
worlds. Sarah’s world had an unfortunate clarity. At four, dressed in her sisters hand-me-down 
dress that still had a mysterious stain on its hem, Sarah went to school prepared to become the 
witch that conquered the universe. Arriving for the first day of her education, she popped into a 
seat with anxious enthusiasm, trying to mentally will all the children to sit so the teacher could 
begin her purpose, to make her amazing. Then Velestine Roysch walked in. 

Velestine’s universe lacked the clearness to see other’s existence because it was blinded by 
diamonds. When Sarah saw this young girl walk in with her chin just a little too high, her back 
just a little too rigid, her eyes just a little too unfocused, like she was seeing a realm in but beyond 
their own, Sarah had a realization: she was no one. When Velestine walked up the aisle, the eyes 
of the class on her, and Sarah saw the sparkling ballet slippers and ruffled violet blouse with 
pearls, she had another realization about herself: she was poor. And when Sarah had seen 
Velestine’s violet eyes, she had the final realization that circled back to the first, forming a 
choking collar that defined her: she was born a no one. She was no one. She was poor. She was 
born this way. In this moment, the mysterious stain she had never noticed became a dirty mark 
on her soul. She was that stain. On the playground, she was caught taking a burning match to 
the spot and expelled. 

At four years old, Sarah Felfen had given up on life. Hollow, she ate at the table with her 
family to keep from being beaten. Otherwise, she stayed in bed. Every two days, her mother 
would throw the sheets off her, drag her out of the bed kicking and screaming, throw her in the 
tub, and let the water run cold. She could not get out until she washed. Every morning, her 
mother brought her a toothbrush with toothpaste, told her to open wide or suffer the 
consequences, brushed her teeth for two minutes, then had her rinse with water from one cup, 
then spit into the bowels of another. After a month of this life, she had found a contentment in 
barely existing. She took to reading her textbooks in bed, taking notes, and doing the practice 
quizzes in the back. However, she became afraid as she neared the end. What would happen 
when she finished the books? She thought this as if she might disappear from the world after 
completing the final question. One morning, she woke up and found a stack of next level books. 
She was happy. 

Sarah never considered where the books came from. Her lightness of being at their presence, 
always there when she needed them, unconsciously gave her a belief in the divine. In truth, her 
mother was letting her daughter’s depression run its course, while keeping a steady eye on her 
from the shadows. She knew her daughter needed time to process her expulsion. She had cried 
for her child every night for a week. Her daughter had so much potential, had only one desire–to 
learn–and it had been taken away from her. While Sarah stayed in bed, Vivi Felfen borrowed 
money from her sister to keep her daughter’s stock of books replenished then took a second job 
to hire her a tutor. Thankfully, Bertha Demel was charitable by nature, not by vanity. However, 
like many women who excelled, she only invested her goodwill in those of potential. After 
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visiting Sarah while she slept, she performed an assessment of her essence and will, sprinkling a 
glimmering red dust on the girl. Captured in Sarah’s magnificent aura, the dust swirled and 
spiraled turning colors of emerald and violet. Bertha offered to tutor Sarah for free. They called it 
a scholarship. 

All Sarah knew was that there were books. Then one day a fat woman with a ruffled white 
shirt poking from a black dress suit was standing in her doorway. The woman’s buttons were 
stretched to the verge of popping; the fabric of her suit pulled into every fold, over every roll, of 
her body. Her hair was auburn and frizzy, her skin tan. The woman said: “I’m your new teacher, 
Ms. Demel. Your mother has given me permission to raw your hide as I see fit. You have ten 
minutes to be dressed and ready downstairs.” For the next ten years, Sarah spent her days in a 
trailer in the middle of a cornfield, learning the basic skills of life and the increasingly advanced 
potentials of her magic. At fourteen, she was invited to the Sisestra. 

At eighteen, the graduating Sisters are given a choice of finality. They can stay forever in the 
hidden realm or return to the township, never able to return. Sarah had found true Sisters, 
women who helped her find pride in her Felfen blood, who helped her understand her mother, 
who made her realize where the books and Ms. Demel came from. She did not want to leave, but 
she needed to see her mother. She needed to say, “Thank you.” 

Her figure curved with a little extra heft, Sarah returned home only to give her thanks to a 
square tombstone embedded in the ground. Her home was a memory, the house sold. She stayed 
with her older brother, sitting in his guest room, staring out the window from a rocking chair, 
wondering what came next. 

Walking about on errands, she noticed men looking, their gazes lingering. Unsettled, she 
could feel them still staring even after she had passed. The only man who looked at her in a way 
that did not make her regret walking out her door, or daring to have a body, was Igor Freth. She 
worked in a small spice and tonic shop, selling ingredients for magical treats and potions. Igor 
would visit with a fistful of carnations and a pleasant smile. Within the year, he proposed. They 
were married. 

The Felfens lived in Igor’s house. She tidied up the best she could, but the house, like her 
childhood home, was old. Dirt was in its DNA. She found this comforting. She was her 
mother’s daughter, and she hoped to honor this by being the kind of mother she had been. To 
the current day, Sarah’s greatest disappointment was not being as strong as the mother who 
raised her. 

The first time Igor hit her, she had no choice but to forgive him. When she first felt the 
blow, she flashed with rage, a desire to kill him, to spit on his coffin as it was lowered its six feet. 
Then he fell to his knees, crying, hugging her legs as he begged for forgiveness. After two years 
of knowing a man who adored you, how did you judge him for one moment? She had ruined her 
life in the single act of burning her dress. What if her mother or Ms. Demel had given up on 
her? This tall man with the kind eyes and cheery smile, who looked at her like a pleasant 
humming bird and not a cooked steak, did not deserve to be condemned for an uncharacteristic 
moment. Besides, who else was going to love her the way he did? 

A pattern began. He would gamble. If he won, he came home with flowers and expensive 
Recka noodles that he cooked himself. He cherished her as they made love. If he lost, he came 
home drunk. She would try to put him to sleep, but he pushed her away. She crashed into the 
nightstand, hurting her leg. She tried to take off his shoes, but he kicked her in the eye, leaving it 
to swell into a bruise. She began to leave him alone, but that made the matter worse. “You think 
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you’re too damn good to talk to me?” he asked. He took off his belt and chased her around the 
house. She curled up in a ball in the corner of the kitchen, burying her head between her knees, 
taking each lash. She never judged the man for his demons. She was strong. She was stupid. “We 
are our angels and our demons,” said her mother. “We war. We duel. We are on the surface the 
victor; in our depths, the struggle.” Sarah never could have viewed her mother as a poet. She did 
not remember these words, and if she had, she would not have agreed. Igor was her angel, his 
vices his demons. 

When Sarah had met Igor, he was a winner. In marriage, he had become a loser, and the 
coincidence in this change of luck made him blame her. How did he fall in love with a black cat 
on a broken mirror? he asked himself. He tried to cheat on her. If he could just find his charming 
gal or push the black lady away... But he couldn’t. He was still a good looking man, but he wiped 
the taste of another woman’s kiss on his sleeve. There was only one woman he loved. He beat her 
to keep from resenting her. If he hurt her, then he felt bad about himself and not her. 

He left her alone when she was pregnant. After the birth of her first son, she began working 
at Rockden as the nanny to Roysch’s son, Sevymas. Igor had stopped gambling. They were 
parents who had a family to take care of. He took an extra job, and they built their savings. They 
had another son. But in a moment, he lost their nest egg. Drinking, he thought about the look 
on her face, the disappointment. He kept drinking. He thought about his kids. They would see 
him as a failure. He kept drinking. He thought about how lucky his boys had been for him, and 
now they had rotted away like their mother. He kept drinking. The world went numb. Laughing 
and joking with his fellows, singing songs and dancing with pretty girls, he was finally ready to 
go home. 

When he came through the door, he noticed the house was dark. “Sarah! I’m hungry!” he 
said. A reply: “In here.” Her voice had come from the kitchen. He turned on the light, a frying 
pan came swinging, two little creatures scurried past him... The clanging. Her grunting. He did 
but did not feel the blows. It hurt, but it didn’t. He was woozy. Finally, he sunk to the floor and 
fell asleep. When he woke up, the house felt empty. He checked the rooms. No one. He checked 
the closets. Empty. 

As Sarah drove away with her confused children, she was not sure if she had done the right 
thing. She was different for her boys; maybe he was as well. Then she remembered the demon 
who had yelled her name, demanding to be fed. 

She had no place to go. Her sister lived in another town. Her brother had left as well. 
Desperation opened a possibility in her mind. The rain fell as she stood and rang the bell to 
Rockden, clinging to the hands of her children. Velestine answered in a silky nightgown. 
Without a word, the matriarch stepped to the side and allowed the Felfens to enter. 

How did the Felfen divorce become such a hot topic? Velestine Roysch hired Lincoln 
Harbinger to be her attorney. She did not intend on affording her nanny first-rate services; 
however, she did not want to appear cruel by sending her to someone inferior. Harbinger 
provided first-rate service at third-rate fees. Velestine made contact on behalf of Felfen, never 
allowing him to know she was footing the bill. Sarah received charity; Velestine, savings. The 
less she spent, the less likely Valcogne would interfere. 

When Velestine first met Harbinger in his home office, she was impressed with how 
unimpressed he was with her. A woman like Sarah never understood that a woman like Velestine 
did not–could not–see her because of how she erased herself. When Sarah’s being shrunk in 
proportion to her intensifying awareness of Velestine’s being, she made herself reside at a 
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frequency that Velestine could not perceive. In truth, Velestine had seen Sarah that first day of 
school. Finding Sarah pleasant with her big smile and quiet sense of solitude, Velestine 
gravitated towards her, intending to sit next to her. However, something happened. As she 
walked, she became more aware of everyone staring at her. She could not see the mob for her 
peers. She only knew there was a group making her uncomfortable; so she disregarded them all. 
When Sarah came to work at Rockden, Velestine could not have recognized her from a brief 
glance decades ago, and Sarah never had the urge to remind her they were classmates. It was Ms. 
Demel who secured Sarah the position. After the emptiness of her mother’s death, working in a 
small shop rather than being someone important, and marrying Igor, Sarah considered herself a 
failure. She did not want Ms. Demel to see her. Ms. Demel intuited this and kept her distance. 
However, after hearing through a former student that Sarah was pregnant, the teacher stepped in 
just to provide the opportunity, then continued to watch from a distance. (She had even 
considered cursing Igor.) 

However, the story now resides with Velestine and Harbinger. Velestine tried tempting him 
to venture into society with innocent invitations to teas. He declined. It was inappropriate to be 
social with a client’s associate. And he had a daughter. Velestine made a point: that given his 
standing in the town, her clout could only benefit his daughter, paving her way to adulthood. 
Lincoln was still not impressed. He imagined his daughter as some high snob and rejected the 
offer. His daughter might not be loved, but she would have character. And anyone with integrity 
would love her for that. The true affection of one over the superficial interest of many would save 
her in the darkest of times.  That affection was his, keeping in mind the Harbinger idea of love 
was calibrated towards the concern of educating rather than the tenderness of nurturing. 

Velestine’s interest in Harbinger turned the town from contemptuous indifference to open 
revulsion. The suggestion of his superiority in associating with an elite triggered a halo of scorn. 
As the point where Velestine and Harbinger met, Sarah Felfen took the heaviest blow because 
she had the least protection. No one would speak against Velestine. Harbinger was a target easy 
to hit but impossible to dent. However, Felfen was ripe. What kind of woman would have 
turned her back on a husband ailing from addiction? asked the town. What about her children? 
Young boys needed a father. As a woman who supposedly went to the Sisestra, shouldn’t she 
have been more capable of providing? As Igor cried in public, begged her in the streets to forgive 
him, the town began to deny her credit at the market. A child kicked her and was rewarded with 
Rock Tocks. He did not know what she had done wrong, but he knew he was right. 

Lincoln Harbinger resolved the matter succinctly with a plan. At first, Sarah refused his 
proposal. She did not have money, but she had her integrity. She could pay him with loyalty and 
respect. However, when the abuse moved from her to her children, their friends no longer 
willing to play with them, their peers spitting on them, she consented to make a scene against 
Harbinger in the streets. 

To Harbinger, this was more of a tactic to turn the court back in her favor than to resolve 
tension in the community. As a man who had succeeded despite largely severing social ties, he 
did not know how unbearable judgment could be. Considered along with Valcogne’s attempt to 
have her fired, Harbinger managed to paint a picture of a woman distraught, on the verge of 
being homeless and penniless with two hungry children living in their car. The guilt hushed the 
town to a murmur. After an anonymous gift of burgundy that sent Igor into a bar riot (paid for 
by Harbinger, spelled upon by Sarah) the portrait was complete. The town observed a sight that 
had long been written but never noticed: Sarah Felfen was a single mother afraid of an abusive 
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husband who had squandered their life savings in the pursuit of a buzz and a dime, investments 
destined to fail. Sure, he cried. Sure, he begged. But what else could he do? He would rot having 
to live by himself. And good for her for leaving him to do so. Harbinger distanced himself from 
Velestine, won his case, and the status quo was restored within a month. The events may have 
only played in the background of his young daughter’s life, but they had their effect. 

Velestine had four children. The eldest were twins, Logan and Burgess; the second eldest, 
Sevymas; Valen, the youngest. From youth to adulthood, Sarah had cared for Sevymas, opening 
his curtains to wake him in the morning, tying his shoelaces and bowties, polishing his 
Cualquery issued boots, preparing his meals, cleaning and pressing his clothes, and making sure 
his mother knew his favorite treats, toys, and colors to display her everlasting love through a 
display of personal knowledge. Sarah told Velestine he may have needed some motherly bonding 
after he was teased for falling in fencing class. She told her when he stopped liking orange in 
favor of red, its stronger brother. Sarah never considered it beneath her to serve her former 
classmate unless she saw Ms. Demel in the market. Then, she ducked behind a stack of canned 
hinkfel, a fish product enchanted to keep one full for an entire day (if you could swallow the 
bitterness). 

Sarah was the innocuous nanny. She did her duty; people forgot she was around. They 
assumed she was not listening when they spoke on the phone. They assumed she was cleaning 
when they talked behind closed doors. The nannies for the other boys came and went, but Sarah 
was always there, a ghost at Sevymas’s side. 

One day after many years, Harbinger appeared at the house. He had come to invite Velestine 
for a walk. She took him on a tour of her gardens. His daughter was gone, and he found himself 
thinking about her return. She would have to be a true denizen of Newton, contributing to her 
hometown and hence interacting with the townspeople. Velestine did not say, “I told you so,” 
but she expressed the sentiment by taking more liberties in sharing her opinions. 

He became close to the boys, particularly Sevymas and so Sarah. The second youngest was 
good-natured but needed a stronger core. Velestine saw his paternal instinct, used it to draw him 
closer, and soon they were engaged. Harbinger was content. Velestine was satisfied until she 
caught peeks of her fiancé with her nanny. 

Contrast is a revealing force. We never know up until we know down, right until left. We 
think we are happy until we truly feel happiness. Velestine said he was a forthright man who was 
not passionate. She accepted his matter-of-fact smiles. She assumed his love was in the effort, 
the fact he cared enough to try to convey something intimate. And then he smiled at Sarah. 

The nanny had been in the kitchen, preparing a meal, and Velestine heard a man’s laugh. 
The laugh was so hearty, so joyous, that she wondered who it was. She went in and saw Lincoln. 
She had not recognized him. She looked at him, adjusting to this realization that she had heard 
him laugh. He never found anything amusing. And the smile on his face as he leaned against the 
counter while Sarah hovered over the stove, tasting her soup... that smile was not the smile she 
had expected. The smile was warm and natural. Two days later, the Roysches’ silver was found in 
a pawnshop; the receipt in Felfen’s purse. She was fired. Velestine assured Harbinger that she 
would provide for the Felfen children. “I am sympathetic,” said Velestine, stroking her love’s hair 
as he lay across her lap on the sofa reading the paper. “She’s a single mother, and I know she had 
her reasons for stealing. I would have done much worse for my children. Charges won’t be 
pressed, of course, and I’ll be sending her a good reference and an allowance until she gets backs 
on her feet.” She stared into the lit fireplace. Touched by his fiancée’s nobility, Harbinger felt a 
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deeper fondness for Velestine. There was no need to check on Sarah. 
Unfortunately, Harbinger expected two paradoxical things: to take a place as a leader in the 

Roysch household and to maintain his surname after the marriage. Either action independently 
would have offended Valcogne Roysch but taken together, they invoked wrath. Roysch was civil 
to Harbinger but insisted the engagement was off to Velestine. 

On a winter day, Harbinger needed access to the Roysch accounts. He wanted to prepare a 
proposal for the Roysches’ funding a charter school. In the spirit of Sarah Felfen, he had done 
some inquiries and learned that hasty oustings were a norm at the local school, especially when it 
came to students from families below a certain income level. He trusted Velestine’s virtue, but he 
would still arrange a professional plan. Through heart and reason, he would excite her about the 
prospects of nurturing the abandoned youth of Newton. She would take her full stance as 
matriarch and supersede Valcogne. This is what Harbinger imagined as being logical considering 
the personalities involved. 

The snow fell in soft flakes, floating to the ground. Setting his intention, the magic of 
Rockden went to work, arranging its halls and rooms to bring him to his destination. The fact he 
could access such a private area of the Roysch home was a testament to Velestine’s faith and trust 
in him. He entered Valcogne’s office and, searching the desk for the account books, found a 
piece of paper. The heading made him take notice of the text. In unavoidable bold letters, it 
read, “Frielingclaw Academy.” He knew this to be a school in the Lazan realm. The document 
concerned tuition for a Valera Everyn. He recognized Everyn in a song Velestine used to sing: 

 
Everyn, my girl of darkness 
A violet ray you will harness 
Everyn, apple of their eyes 
One day, hear their cries 
 
Give him his prophesy 
Give him his truth 
Let him make the world see 
Only fools do as they choose 
 
Everyn, my girl of darkness 
Everyn, apple of their eyes 
A violet ray you will harness 
One day, hear their cries 
 

The song might have scared him if sung from another’s tongue. However, the song defied 
Velestine’s appearance, making her enchanting. A troubled woman who only appeared through 
the tiniest cracks of her porcelain mask was captivating to him. He knew Valera Everyn was her 
daughter. He went to Sarah Felfen, asking what she knew. Felfen refused. She thought she was 
protecting him. She warned him. A witch giving birth to an evolved vampire, a Lazan, was a 
secret that would not benefit the world by being dragged into the light. Even darkness had its 
purpose: to hide things that should never be seen. He needed to know the woman he was 
marrying. She refused to be responsible for whetting his curiosity. That night, he died. 



 

18 
 
 
Juliette listened with haughty silence. Sarah Felfen had taken many roads, many leading to 
herself, to get to one point: Her father had discovered Lazan blood in the supposedly pure 
bloodline of the Roysches. Juliette tried to be polite, but she was not interested in Felfen’s 
biography. She did not care how her father met, or even felt about, this woman. 

She could have elated in having confirmation her father was not in love with Velestine. 
However, she never doubted her understanding of The Superior Dud enough to find relief in 
being right. And she did not value Felfen’s interpretation of actions and events to take them as 
gospel. Felfen had assumed Harbinger had a fondness for her that ignited Velestine’s jealousy. 
She assumed he was in love with her. Juliette understood why her father would take a liking to 
her. He always had a soft spot for fellow underdogs. Living amongst the Roysches, reaching the 
inevitable day he would have to live permanently in Rockden, Felfen was a lifeline to his values, 
his former identity. Knowing her father’s dedication to integrity, she suspected he did not love 
Felfen, but he could have if not preoccupied with his responsibilities to his engagement. He had 
enough love for Velestine to marry her; he never would have done that out of pure social 
maneuvering. And she had seen enough of her father on her return to know he had not 
fundamentally changed, love had not turned him into a drooling imbecile. He had not become a 
romantic. 

Juliette had not taken a sip of her juice. Sarah took up Juliette’s glass, left the girl alone to 
chew and digest the information, and poured the contents into a plastic cup with a lid. She then 
left the room, leaving Juliette with the emptiness of her mind, watching dust float and fall in the 
haziness of the fluorescent light. 

Juliette heard a clink. Sarah had returned, placing a rickety rack of glass vials on the table. 
“After my divorce,” said Sarah, “your father gave me Velestine’s payment for his service to 

help me get on my feet. In exchange, I performed the spells that defended Creaky Manor. I am 
sorry they did not do their job.” She fumbled with her apron, looking at the fabric bunched in 
her hands. She sighed then smiled, looking to Juliette. She was on the verge of tears. “You can 
see your way out.” And she left.  

Juliette heard the creak and thuds as Sarah went up the stairs. In the rack, she saw a folded 
packet of paper. Knowing a visitor would be waiting for her at home, she read the notes in 
Sarah’s kitchen: 

 
There are some things you may want in writing. I know your essence is limited, but as you grew 
among the spells I had cast, I sensed your potential. Your mother may not have been powerful, 
but she was clever. And your father loved her for this virtue, which I’m sure he cultivated within 
you. 
 
My dear sister, I recommended you for the Sisestra. I know you struggled, but I also know you 
have blossomed. If you want proof of your essence, remember your father’s apparition. His love 
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and your being gave you a goodbye better than any words or letter or will could. 
 
As you know, every witch finds her power in nature. The elements of existence bend to her will. 
These vials will enhance your potential and give your essence its fullest expression into form. 
 
Until my existence leaves this plane, I hope you will consider me a friend and ally. But if you 
would like my enchantments removed from Creaky Manor, I will perform the reversal at your 
request. Regardless, do not hesitate to ask for help because from now on I will not hesitate to 
help. 
 

The second note read: 
 

After leaving my employment at the Roysch’s, I’ve maintained some insurance. 
 
The remaining papers were a copy of Valera Everyn’s tuition contract and records. Knowing her 
employment was coming to an inevitable end, Felfen drank a potion that enhanced her memory; 
another, to suppress the residue of her essence. Sneaking into Valcogne’s office, undermining his 
magical defenses with the tricks in her grimoire, she memorized every record she could find 
concerning the lost Roysch heir. 

Juliette skimmed the papers, the text becoming blurry as she tried to see through the tears. 
She did not feel alone, and this made her realize that she had felt alone. Suddenly, she was more 
prepared for the revelations that would come tonight and over the course of her time. 
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When Juliette drove up the rocky road to her driveway, her headlights caught glimpses of Valen 
sitting on her front steps. Her tires crunching on the bits of rock seemed unusually loud, and she 
had this illogical fear of being spotted by some shadowy observer even though she was not 
snooping. She parked her car, apologized in a fluster as she fumbled with her keys and shot up 
the steps to once more fumble as she put the keys in the lock. The door opened. 

She had returned with no bags. He asked no questions. He plopped his duffle bag on the 
floor and hugged her. She directed him to a guest room painted a powder blue. There was an oak 
dresser and nightstand, the small bed covered in a yellow blanket. Valen gave a polite, “Thank 
you.” Juliette left him. 

After a shower and a change into their night clothes, the two gathered in the main drawing 
room. Valen wore dark blue silk pajamas, an ornate V embroidered over the shirt pocket. Juliette 
felt underdressed in her cotton bottoms and t-shirt. Sitting on opposite sides of the plush sofa, 
they watched a movie on the flat screen television above the mantle. The television was framed 
in gilded gold and usually displayed a painting of two sailboats in the ocean. Tonight, it told the 
story of a mercenary trying to rescue and, in the process, falling in love with the spoiled 
daughter-heiress of his client. 

The movie was Valen’s choice, but he sighed and gazed into daydreams. Juliette felt some 
obligation to entertain him but had no idea what boys liked to do. On the oval coffee table were 
snacks, a pot of tea with two cups, four chocolate chip cookies, and vegetables with dip. Valen 
eyed the cookies with suspicion; he had never seen such an oddity. Chocolate was a delicacy 
either melted in warm milk or eaten in truffles. He did not know what to make of these dark 
brown flecks in cooked dough. He tried one. Realizing the Harbingers had the finances to use 
chocolate so liberally made him look to Juliette with an expression of shock and then suspicion. 

“Who invented these treats?” he asked. 
“They’re a human dessert,” Juliette replied. 
“I thought we only took vegetables from the mundanes.” He settled down, sinking into the 

sofa as he stretched his legs out. 
“Well, at the Sisestra, we learned that human and magical communities have both made their 

contributions to agriculture. At this point, there is no traditional food any race can take sole 
responsibility for, which is why witches engineered pulpen and Rock Tocks. They wanted to 
maintain some sense of their history, before their ways of eating completely fused with human’s. 
Nowadays, we work with the same raw ingredients and inspirations, but come up with different 
things, some much more different than others.” 

“How can your father afford these though?” asked Valen, reaching for another cookie. “There 
are so many. We get the occasional bar of chocolate or bag of truffles, but there is so much here.” 

“I don’t know. My father knows a guy.” Juliette was surprised at this realization of ignorance. 
She had never questioned it. Her father must have had some contact. Their family was wealthy, 
but not compared to the Roysches. If Valen was mystified by the economics of chocolate chips, 
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then her father could not have afforded the chocolate from a magical middleman. He must have 
gotten them directly from the human realm. If he knew how to access the world outside of the 
Gosrin, then... 

“Can you bake more?” Valen asked, chewing. He licked the melted chocolate off his fingers. 
She felt guilty for watching, like he was doing something scandalous and yet oddly desirable. She 
could not look away. She inhaled deeply. She not only took in air but also a warm tingling that 
filled certain parts of her. Once again, a boy had made her so aware of her body, not as a vehicle 
to move through the world, but as a place of pleasure. 

“Sure. They taste better fresh out of the oven anyway.” Juliette paused the movie and 
proceeded with being a good hostess. She chopped up the stick of cookie dough, placed them on 
the baking sheet, and put them in the hot oven. She watched these mundane treats, thinking. 
The story was always that the Gosrin was shut off from the human world. Magic had begun to 
overwhelm the humans; vampires, werewolves and magical creatures threatened their existence. 
The witches created the Gosrin as a safe harbor for the ethereal races being hunted, used, and 
killed by the humans that feared them and to protect the humans from the constant 
megalomania of certain magical factions. The existence of magic settled into myth in the human 
realm, while in the Gosrin, magic became more restrained as generations passed. The days of 
casting spells to create floods and droughts, plagues and gold, were over. Magic was safe from 
humans. Everyone was safe from magic. 

Her father had to have a connection at the Department of Borders. Did that connect him to 
Sheek? No. That old corrupt man would never negotiate with her father for some baked treats. 
He made power plays, and her father never would have entangled himself into such a corrupt 
system. The Dud Superior was hiding magic. He somehow had a portal to the real earth. 

A meow. Tonks was sitting on the kitchen counter. Juliette returned to a sense of time. She 
petted her friend, set the timer, and prepared to return to Valen. Although, she first said: 

“Tonks. In your explorations have you found anything interesting?” 
Tonks yawned. She had never found him to be disagreeable. He curled up into a big fur ball 

and shut his eyes. 
“We’ll discuss this later,” she said, then returned to the movie. 
“Where are the cookies?” asked Valen. 
“They need time to bake.” 
“Interesting.” He scooched closer to her then put his legs up on the sofa to recline, lying in 

her lap. He watched her with all the engagement he should have given the film. She did not 
want to flatter him, so she forced her attention away from his beauty, his violet eyes, and onto 
the movie, pretending to be interested. He sat up, and nuzzled into the nook of her neck, kissing 
and suckling his way to her cheek... to her lips. Before she knew it, she was flat on her back, 
trying not to get washed away in the waves of sensations that kept pummeling her. She lost her 
breath, only to recapture it, only to lose it again. Her eyes kept trying to roll back; she kept trying 
to draw them back to the front. Between her legs, she felt a lump harden, growing. She pushed 
Valen off and sprung up like a snake had crawled into her bed. She understood the basics of what 
was happening; however, it was all so different in the moment. 

“You’re trying to have sex with me,” she said, shocked. “I have cookies baking.” 
“Um, I’m sorry. I mean... Is that okay?” Valen looked to her with a puppy dog expression, but 

that was not what she had seen, or felt, when he was making his move. 
“It’s fine to try, I guess. No, actually. No it isn’t. We’ve never been on a date.” 
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“That’s very conventional.” 
She blushed. She was embarrassed. She was supposed to be the girl who did not care about 

society’s judgments. 
“I respect that,” he said. “But just for future reference, since I know you don’t have much 

experience, it’s a nasty habit for men to always see what they can get away with. I’m sorry for 
being such a disappointing cliché.” 

She sat down, slightly reassured. He was not so perfect, so unique, so above the collective 
mind. She smiled. He smiled. He leaned over to kiss her. Placing her open hand over his face, 
she pushed him back. 

“I said I have cookies baking.” And she left, resisting the curiosity that compelled her to 
sneak a peek at his lap. 

The oven had been enchanted to make cooking more efficient. Juliette returned with the 
treats in a beige pasta bowl. The fresh baked smell reminded Valen of something he had never 
known and so could not be named. Something warm. Something organic. Something 
sentimental that almost felt worthy of knowing. The cookie crunched then melted in his mouth. 
He moaned, closing his eyes. Juliette laughed: she was jealous of a baked good. Thinking he had 
embarrassed himself, he cleared his throat and apologized if he had done something vulgar. 
Juliette loved this return of innocence and bounced over to him on the sofa. She kissed him, 
tasting the chocolate on his lips. The movie played, but they talked about their concerns for the 
future, about how the responsibilities of an ignorant society burned the dreams of a crying soul, 
and about how maybe, here in Creaky Manor, they could have their little corner in the world. 
Juliette gave a starstruck giggle at the proposition of just allowing the world to pass as they 
remained holed up. Sensing she was not taking their life planning seriously, lying once again in 
her lap, he said: 

“Why not? Your father is moving into Rockden. Why should you have to go? Tell our 
parents you will stay here, and I can come visit you. Maybe even stay here.” He sat up, held her 
hands in his, and looked at her to impress his seriousness. “I didn’t really believe in love. I knew I 
would have to get married. I knew I would have to have children. But I always thought these 
were just things that had to be done. A wife was a necessary obligation. But with you, I see 
possibilities. I see we can build a life together, a life made from our beliefs, our values. I know 
I’m getting ahead of myself, and I’m sorry for rushing things, but you get I kinda fell in love with 
you today, right?” 

Juliette fell in love with him when she heard the words. This idea–a boy loved her–made her 
life seem so possible in an instant. A tear trickled down her cheek. He wiped it. 

“Come here,” he said, lying on the couch. She snuggled into his arms, resting her head 
against his chest. She heard his heart beat. His embrace was warm. She felt safe. 

“My father is dead,” she said. 
She heard the rustling of the decorative pillows. She knew he had moved his head to look at 

her. She felt his embrace loosen. She had ruined this moment; she had ruined their happiness. 
Fitting for a dud. 

“What are you talking about?” asked Valen, sitting up. She wanted to just die, let their sofa 
be the coffin. Their world could end there. She cried. 

“What happened?” he asked. “When did you find this out?” 
“I lied.” She shook her head burying her face in her hands. She did not want him to look at 

her. She felt so ugly, so monstrous. How would he forgive her for the things she had done? How 
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could he love someone who was so cold? She had found his body hanging. She had chopped him 
up and burned the pieces. Every day, she had lied. She lied to his family, his mother. She cried. 
She was now that stupid girl who needed to be consoled, who needed to be managed. The way 
he stroked her hair and hugged her. The way he now held her, trying to make her look up at 
him. The way he held her head between his hands. He was trying to get her to calm down so she 
could explain. She had been so strong and now had become so weak. 

“Sevymas told me,” she said in between the broken sobs. “He had this Bloodlink Ring, and it 
was black, and he said it meant my father was dead.” She laughed so hard it sounded like her 
crying tantrum had returned. It was brilliant. Sevymas, and anyone he had told, would look at 
her very strangely if she had forgotten the ring. “I didn’t want to believe him. But I don’t know. 
It just hit me. What if it’s true. Sevymas wouldn’t lie. But he had to be mistaken. Right?” 

“Sevymas is a fool. If he had died, someone would have at least reported him missing. He left 
on business. Someone was expecting him. If he had failed at his job, no one would doubt 
something was wrong. He is that kind of man.” 

“Did you love him?” she asked. 
“Well, Sevymas was his favorite. I just watched them do the things that they did. I was 

always kinda jealous. I don’t know...” He smiled. 
She loved him more. Sevymas knew her father as a nurturer. They knew him as a pragmatic. 

She laughed. 
“Did he ever say you should be more like your brother?” she asked. 
“Oh yeah. All the time. Which was ironic. I told him my dream was to be a toy designer, and 

he told me to be realistic. Meanwhile, he told my bumbling brother he could be a captain in the 
Cualquery. This was when Sev had given up and resigned himself to being Valcogne’s heir as 
Manager of Rockden.” He announced the title with a mocking air. “Your father pissed my mother 
off with that. It was her dream that dear Sev would live forever in Rockden as her pet.” 

“She seems to love him to me,” said Juliette. 
“Who doesn’t love their pet?” 
Tonks jumped up on the sofa, startling them. 
“Who is this?” asked Valen. 
“Meet Tonks,” replied Juliette. 
Valen petted the feline. Juliette noticed her companion did not look to her. He hated 

strangers, and yet he rolled and purred in Valen’s lap. He was trying to make her jealous. She had 
not spent enough time with him. They had spent every day together in the Sisestra, and now 
their lives had changed. 

They spent the rest of the night playing. Tonks got to chase rubber balls, smack around a 
dangling and jumping string, and was brushed until his coat shined like silk. Valen found that 
mysteriously warm resonance from the freshly baked cookies. That sensation was the feeling of 
home. 
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Three o’clock in the morning and they finally turned in for the night. As Juliette lay in the dark–
Tonks curled up on her stomach–she felt sober. Away from Valen, she remembered her true self, 
a person fixated on a plot. He had intoxicated her, making her slip into a being of lightness that 
she could not afford. Now, passion and intention kept her awake when she had been so ready to 
drift into a cozy slumber. 

Back in Tonks’s good graces, she had him stick a leaf of her grimoire on Valen’s door with a 
piece of rolled tape. She placed a second page in her palm. Each had a drop of her blood soaked 
into its surface. 

“Entangle every pose. Open and close.” 
The paper in her palm floated, sticking upright, parallel to the door. She and Tonks sat on 

the bed watching the page. After fifteen minutes, drowsiness washed over her. She busied herself 
with games on her phone. After an hour, the page rotated, matching the complimentary page 
that moved with the opening of Valen’s door. 

Tonks sprung into action, leaping off the bed and jumping into the paper in the corner. 
Juliette closed her eyes: 

“Entangle our eyes. Let me see, feline.” 
When her eyes opened, the world was an opaque blur. She could see details in the dark, but 

the colors were washed out and fuzzy around the edges. She was in the hall, under a small table. 
Looking up, she saw Valen, creeping down the hall. 

Seeing through Tonks, they crept down the hall, down the stairs. In her room, but seeing 
Valen creep out of his room, she moved her real body by inching her feet forward, reaching out 
for any obstacles. It was too much. She could not see Valen walking down the private road and 
move to follow him at the same time. 

“Undo as I choose. I need the truth.” 
From her desk, she grabbed one of Mrs. Felfen’s vials and ran down the hall, down the stairs, 

out the door, and looked into the night. She saw the dark outline of the trees under the night 
sky. 

“Redo as I choose. I need the truth.” 
Through Tonks, she saw a red convertible parked on the curb of the main road. The trunk 

was open. The trunk shut. As Valen dragged something across the street, she saw that a trunk 
was inside the trunk. He dragged the luggage by a chord tied to its handles. As he made his way 
up the private road, he breathed heavier, losing his strength to the strain, only to strain harder, 
only to lose his strength faster. His leather shoes became caked with dirt. His pajamas became 
stained with sweat. He stopped for a moment, dabbing his forehead with his shirt, then labored 
on. 

“Undo as I choose. I need the truth.” 
Her sight returned to her body, she hid behind her car. Valen lugged his cargo around 

Creaky Manor, his rest stops longer. He would sit on the trunk, looking at the sky. Watching, 
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Juliette felt lightheaded. She knew what was coming. She was going to pass out. She stumbled to 
the door, collapsing on the steps. 
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Juliette awoke in her bed. She felt Tonks licking her face. His whiskers tickled her cheek. His fur 
on her face was a comfort. 

She and Tonks had signed a contract. They were not master and pet. They were friends, but 
the nature of their bond was a partnership. They had a mutual understanding to exist for each 
other’s mutual benefit. Juliette shared her essence with him, and he opened possibilities for her. 
She could see through his eyes, and now, as he licked her face, he removed the spell that had 
knocked her out. The wooziness dissolved with her revived alertness. She was back on her feet. 

“Find him,” she commanded. Her determination had tightened her lips and focused her eyes. 
She no longer looked like a doe-eyed cherub, her face pulled into something darker. 

She opened the door, and Tonks led the way. After Juliette had fainted, the feline had sensed 
her distress. Running to her, he had commenced his reversal technique to revive her, but Valen 
shooed him away. He watched this friend-turned-enemy, seeing him remove a lighter. With a 
flick and an incantation, Valen created a burst of fire that sent Tonks screeching into the dark. 
Valen dragged Juliette into the house. Tonks jumped into a grimoire page kept at the back door 
and watched his assailant put Juliette back to bed. He had entered her room through the leaf in 
the hall. 

Now, Juliette used her phone as a light, risking stealth for expediency. They reached the back 
yard, a sprawling field, the dark horizon of the forest in the distance. Before leaving for The 
Golden Egg Festival, she had given Tonks an assignment. She gave him twenty pages to place 
around the grounds. As Juliette headed for the forest, Tonks sprinted ahead. Jumping through a 
page hidden under a shrub, he appeared through a page posted on the back of a tree. Hopping 
page to page, he appeared at various spots in the forest, through tree trunks onto tree branches, 
through tree branches onto dirt, through dirt onto logs. He finally spotted Valen in a clearing. 
He opened the trunk, removed a short shovel, and started digging. On his knees, he scooped and 
flung dirt, until hitting something solid. He shoveled faster then used his hands to push the dirt 
aside. He lifted an iron ring, raising a heavy door. The door slipped from his grasp but came to 
an abrupt stop as he wedged his body into the opening. Taking the door on his shoulder, he 
groaned as he threw it fully open. The earth shuddered, a bang echoed, as it smacked into the 
ground. Valen returned to the trunk. 

Tonks jetted back to Juliette, who waited at the threshold between the forest and yard. Tonks 
meowed, and she followed him. He darted under and over leafy shrubs and logs. In her slippers, 
focusing a pinpoint of light on Tonks, Juliette snagged herself on branches. Feeling weeds brush 
against her calves, she imagined ticks crawling up her legs. The image sent her squirming and 
she ran with her arms flailing like she could swat away all the invisible predators trying to feast 
on her. 

They reached the clearing. Tonks stopped, looking down the tunnel. Juliette looked down 
the dark depths, thinking she should wait for him to retrace his steps. She considered that the 
tunnel may have led back to the house. Still, he would need to conceal the door. She could not 
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trust him to explain his actions, this secret passage, or how he knew of its existence when she did 
not. Did her father? 

With the thought of Dud Harbinger, she remembered this was not ultimately about the 
interrogation of Valen Roysch. This was about the question of her father’s hanging body. She 
climbed down the hole by wooden planks nailed down the side. Tonks jumped on her shoulder 
to make the descent. 

A draft cooled the corridor, prickling her skin. She cast her spell to allow Tonks to be her 
eyes. The walls were made of large clay bricks. Metal brackets lined the walkway. Juliette 
supposed they once held torches. The floor was made of dirt. She followed the tracks left by the 
trunk. There were many halls, doors to many rooms. When she thought of Valen, she felt fear 
encroach, threatening to drive her senses into madness. She started to shake and stiffen. 
However, her father kept paralysis from conquering her. Her mind, or her heart, tried to divorce 
the predicaments. Coincidences did happen. Valen needed access to these catacombs. His 
agenda could have been completely independent from her father’s investigation. Fortunately for 
this unfortunate girl, she knew better under the attempts at consolation. She had excuses, but she 
could not give them enough merit to change her course. They stalled her. They did not stop her. 

She followed the winding trail and finally saw the first flickers of a fiery, glowing light. She 
peeked around the corner and heard Valen handling the truck. She heard the opening of the 
metal latches. She heard the trunk creak as he tilted it over. She heard the thud as something 
heavy fell out. She heard him grunt as he lugged the object. 

Tonks jumped from her shoulder, landing softly on the ground. He peered around the 
corner. Juliette saw a long hall, narrower than the passage ways. At the end, the flickering of 
shadows and firelight cast a dance on the wall. Her breath quickened into short pants. She 
reversed her spell and sunk to the floor. Tonks looked to her, and she shook her head. Her fear 
did not stem from the abstract. Her concern was not centered around the hyper melodrama of 
surviving revelations. Her panic was for her life. She believed Valen would kill her. His mission 
was more sacred than her own. 

She chose to gather her strength to run. She prayed he would not see her footprints. He was 
expecting her to be under his spell. He was going to return to the house and decide what to do 
with her. Maybe he would erase her memory. Maybe he would say burglars came into the manor 
and murdered her. She had doubts. She had fears. Her certainty was that she wanted to live. She 
could work with that to foster her will. To run. To hide. To fight. 

A deep breath. She looked into the darkness surrounding her, suffocating her with blindness. 
“Entangle our eyes,” she said. “Your sight is mine.” 
She saw Valen standing over a stone altar. The room was lined with two rows of pews. A 

large torch above the altar was lit like a flaming bush. On the altar, she saw two legs. Valen 
raised a dagger. Tonks hissed. He spun around, glaring at the cat, his eyes red. Blood dripped 
from his lips; his hands; his dagger. With a spell, the fire of the torch formed flaming orbs that 
shot in array. Tonks ran for cover. Juliette released her spell and ran down the hall. 

“Valen!” she cried, trying to shock him into hesitation, to create a moment for Tonks to 
escape. As she came into the little church, Valen stood on the first pew and leaped, tackling her. 
She slammed against the wall, falling to the ground. She scurried but a grip on her hair pulled 
her back. Valen held her close, the dagger to her throat. 

“Here, kitty kitty,” he said. “Either I deal with her then you, or you come on out, and your 
master gets a fighting chance.” 
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“I have this handled, Tonks,” said Juliette. 
But Tonks appeared before them. 
“Why is he so important?” she said. 
Valen said nothing. He watched the cat as it stepped forward. As it neared, he held Juliette 

farther away from him. His grip was tight. She thrashed, but he still held her. The girl on the 
altar was a Lazan. Drinking her blood, he had defiled his witch essence to become a monster. 

“I can only imagine the secrets you possess,” said Valen. 
Juliette did not understand the direction of his comment. She had her last stand planned, but 

if he was stronger and quicker, could she mutter the words in time? She knew Tonks. She knew 
he was going to attack. Before she could imagine how the events should have played out, her 
friend leaped, digging his nails into the hand that held the blade. 

Valen threw Tonks off and threw Juliette to the side. She saw Tonks limping away, his paw 
injured. 

“Release my power. Make my enemy cower,” she said. A rage of will possessed her. She 
clasped the potion, focused her essence, and smashed the vial. Nothing. 

Valen grabbed Tonks by the back of his neck. His prey lashed its legs, hissing. Valen 
squeezed. The body went limp. He laughed. He fell to his knees in a fit of chuckles. His stomach 
cramped and he doubled over. He snickered, veins rolling up the sides of his face, his eyes 
returning to violet. His face expressed panic, like each outburst was choking him. He tried to 
speak. He tried to say her name. To explain. 

Juliette’s hand trembled as she reached out and touched the wall. She existed on the 
numbness at the verge of darkness. She saw nothing and saw the last moments repeat over and 
over. She felt nothing but felt the despair in her core. She was so afraid that this misery was her. 
Had she found herself at last? She saw Valen but did not know he was looking to her, pleading 
for her to understand, losing his grip on reality, on his breath, as his transformation burned away 
the last remnants of his heart. 

The ground quaked. In the panic of the moment, Juliette had not found the calm and 
assertive control of essence to create a soulful fluidity between spell, potion, and magical 
manifestation. Her essence had been erratic. Now, her full power bursted into being. Thick tree 
trunks sprouting sprigs with tiny leaves erupted from the dirt, wrapping around Valen, lifting 
him from the floor, against the wall. They squeezed him, punishing him. He felt the last wisps of 
breath he had fought to hold onto pushed from his stomach. He made a sucking sound, his eyes 
rolled into the back of his head. His body spasmed; his arms broke in the grip of her power. She 
cried. She had wanted him dead, but seeing what Death–what dying–looked like made her 
wonder what the point was. How could someone kill her father? How could Valen kill that girl? 
Tonks. How did you enjoy the look of life leaving its earthly foundation? How did you choose 
not to see it? 

The growth of flora loosened. Valen was entombed in bark and vines. His head fell. His eyes 
closed. Juliette sat in a pew and watched. Dazed. Confused. She saw her Valen. His face was 
quiet. So peaceful. He was dead. He was asleep. 

She looked to the girl with olive skin and wiry black hair. Blood had poured from her wrists 
down the stone table. Standing at her side, Juliette inspected her. The slashes on her wrist had 
healed. She lifted an eyelid: violet eyes. With a sigh, she wondered if it was appropriate to say a 
prayer for Valera Roysch. 
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Juliette tucked Tonks into a quargram. The vial, the page–every weapon at her disposal had now 
been used. She returned to her pew and continued the silent observation of her beloved. She 
stared for so long that she swore he had twitched. But he was still. 

Ingesting the blood of a Lazan brought the dark change, the Gisemona. In the Sisestra, she 
had learned the Vaso had to be born into the clan. Velestine Roysch had a child with a Lazan. 
That child was kept hidden in a Lazan academy, suggesting her father was dead, had renounced 
her, or did not know he had a daughter. The violet eyes perplexed Juliette. How did word not get 
out about a Roysch heiress? The Lazans must have talked amongst themselves; surely word 
would have spread, like the disease it was, from the Lazan officials to Holly Tail representatives. 
Leaders from each race did business, there must have been small talk. How did the girl with the 
violet eyes not become a legend? 

Valen stirred. She ignored him at first, thinking it was just another fabrication of her mind. 
He stirred again. More fully realizing what she was hearing, the rustling of the branches, the 
moans, she looked to see his head swing from side to side. She approached him, grabbed him at 
the jaw, and lifted his head to meet her gaze. Drool wet his lips. He opened his violet eyes and 
Juliette looked into the groggy, disoriented orbs, as she made her ultimatum: 

“Will you explain or should I just chop your head off now.” 
Valen grunted and coughed. He nodded. 
Juliette snapped her fingers. The trunks and vines parted, letting Valen fall. 
“Come on, boy.” She whistled. 
He crawled. 
“That’s it.” She sat on the pew and patted the seat next to her. “Up, boy. Up.” 
Valen crawled into the seat. He fell on her, but she pushed him off. He collapsed in the pew. 

He was not becoming more alert. He was fading deeper into his stupor. 
Juliette saw his dagger on the ground. Retrieving it, she cut her forearm, kneeled at his side, 

and put the wound to his lips. Panting, his lips gripped the cut. His teeth sunk into her skin. He 
sucked on her. She looked away, disgusted by his desperation, but she could still feel his tongue 
lapping her up. 

He had died for power. The hunger had almost killed him again. He had felt weak, like a 
blur on the edges of realities that did not have the force of consciousness to fully create him, to 
anchor him in one world. As he fed, he became more aware of his thirst, his body. He felt 
himself needing substance, needing to become substance. He tried to make himself stop. He felt 
her pull away. He was gripping her so hard, but his hands, his mouth, seemed to be under 
someone else’s control. He saw her become pale. He felt her go limp in his hands. Connecting 
these symptoms of draining life to his action, he found himself and released her. 

“I should just kill you,” she said. 
“Probably,” he replied, sitting up and wiping his mouth. 
She tucked her legs under her, resting her head on his knee. “Why did you kill Tonks?” 
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“Would you believe me if I said I wasn’t quite myself?” 
“Do you still have a soul?” 
“Myth would suggest not.” 
“What do you think?” 
“At the expense of a powerful ally and a friendship, I’ll be honest just to honor those virtues. 

I was never really the feeling type. I could say The Dark Change made me all spooky. But even as a 
man, I was more than capable of killing a cat if it served my purposes. I had no reason to kill 
him. I was out of my mind. But with reason, I still would have. And tonight would have 
provided that reason if you weren’t here.” 

“I never took you for a victim of circumstance.” 
“Me neither. I haven’t been taking it well.” 
She heard the chill in his voice. She heard how easy, how natural, this state was for him. It 

only made more apparent that his attempts at warmness, at kindness, at love, were just that, 
attempts. Or worse, they were machinations. Yes, they were schemes. She believed he liked her. 
She believed he was going to kill her. She was too tired to move. Tired of life. Tired of being 
sucked dry. 

“Here’s the deal, dear Juliette,” said Valen, petting her. “I will tell you my story. See if it helps 
with your father’s murder. Then we go our separate ways.” 

“I could tell...” She was not sure whom to confide in. 
“No one would believe you. Plus, you would be implicating the person who helped you with 

those gorgeously forged letters. Not to mention how you lied. How cold, how evil, for a girl to 
just prance about ruining festivals, knowing the whole time her father had been murdered.” 

Juliette laughed. “I hate you.” 
“I love you.” He was not sure how he meant the statement. He figured love to be relative. He 

knew he loved her in his way, and yet a little space within himself was not clearly defined. He 
knew he meant it in friendship, but he was not sure he meant it as much else. He had to marry a 
woman; he would have married her. He had to have children; he would want her to be the 
mother. She made life tolerable, but, given current events, not even she made him really want to 
live. He noted her silence and went on with his story. 
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 “The abomination of the apple. The apple of the abomination. A pearl in its tomb, dying deaths 
beyond deaths.” 

These were the words Valen had overheard Valcogne Roysch muttering to himself. Or so he 
thought. He was surprised when he peeked on tippy toes through the open window and saw a 
young girl sitting in his uncle’s office. She looked like a doll propped on a shelf to age, erect and 
expressionless. What was the purpose of such a display? Was she decoration? Was she for 
pleasure? The girl glanced at him, and before the instinct to duck could kick in, he saw her eyes. 
She was his sister. 

Family was not of value to Valen. Sevymas was his mother’s favorite, and he could never 
respect someone who loved simpletons. People only appreciated what they understood, and 
Sevymas’s appreciation for the most obvious of things proved he understood little. He could only 
see his mother as a loving woman who brought him treats. But she was obviously so much more. 
He only saw his nanny, Sarah Felfen, as a go-for at his service. And yet, she was so much more. 
He knew these women had power. He knew Felfen was just trying to turn a buck to support her 
own children. He knew his mother was more concerned with appearing like a good parent than 
taking up the cross of being one. He did have some sympathy for her though. He knew she 
would have made a wonderful father. She was good at being matter-of-fact and was open to 
reading the occasional bedtime story. However, doing a mother’s work of nurturing and bonding, 
changing diapers, wiping tears and spilt milk, tying shoes, wiping noses... This was not her forte. 
Five children and four nannies did not a good mother make. 

He did not like his older brother. He did not care about his even older twin brothers, Burgess 
and Logan. They were too old to acknowledge him, and he’d only had glimpses of them over the 
years. In his earliest memories, he remembered snacking on carrot sticks with them sitting at the 
table. He thought they were visitors. More than once, his nanny had to explain they were his 
brothers. They patted him on the head. Told him jokes. But they treated him like any child to be 
entertained. He found having one sibling to be eventful in the worst way, so having two who left 
him alone made him partial to them. Sevymas criticized him for not tying his own shoes when 
they were little, and now for not finding a proper occupation for a Roysch as an adult. The twins 
now patted him on the shoulder instead of the head and suggested he put his looks to work. He 
could marry rich. Valen appreciated the realism of this advice. 

The point of this is to explain how unexplainable his feelings for Valera were. While 
Valcogne pontificated in poems, bending language to his will with no rhyme and seemingly 
lesser reason, Valen instantly adopted his sister as his own. He felt this urge to defend her against 
an invisible threat. 

Their uncle clearly did not see her as human. She stared out the window, and he continued 
on without the consideration that Valera was looking outside for a reason. She was empty, so he 
filled her with secrets. 

“May I have a glass of pulpen juice, please?” she asked. 
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Valcogne looked to her. She smiled. He covered his shock with a clearing of his throat. 
Shaking his head to process this request, he went to the gold cart in the corner. Not liquor of 
course, but water. 

“Pulpen juice, please, Uncle Valcogne.” Her smile was fixed. 
“Of course,” said Valcogne. This appeal for juice unbalanced him. The headmistress at 

Frielingclaw Academy reported Valera had only spoken three words since her birth: “The pearl 
waxes.” He was delighted and brought her home. Now, she had spoken, and not with a sense of 
being hung on prophecy’s strings but with a sense of desire. She had always eaten whatever had 
been placed in front of her. She would have eaten dog food if put on fine china. He wanted to 
make her happy but loved her because she did not need anything to achieve this. His sister was 
always needing the latest furs and trinkets. He loved her, because this was how he knew her. And 
he loved Valera for how he knew her. But this was not her. Not the her that belonged to him. 

Realizing he was making too much of the request, he left to fulfill her order. Valera looked to 
the open window, where Valen was scuffing up the side of the house trying to climb through. He 
fell over the ledge with a thud on the floor. Standing, he brushed himself off and said: 

“I’m your brother.” 
“I gathered,” she replied. 
“Are you in trouble?” 
“I don’t think so.” 
She wore a black dress with a lace collar. Her hands were thin. He took a hand gently in his, 

finding it cold to the touch. He forced a smile to relay to her she was safe. She did not need this 
contrivance. She had disposed of her uncle on purpose. She got up, locked the door, and 
resumed her seat, removing the smile from her face. 

“What would you like to know?” she asked. 
“Why don’t I know about you?” 
“Did you know when we leave Holly Tail our eyes turn brown? Mine did anyway. I think 

yours would be green.” 
“So you were sent outside the witching domain. You must have been raised by the Alucians. I 

hear they’re nothing but big dogs, not nearly as beastly as they used to be when they changed 
with the full moon.” 

She explained she was Lazan. She was nurtured in the headmaster’s home on the 
Frielingclaw campus until she was four. Then she lived in the elementary school dorms. She had 
sworn to never talk, to never give anyone a reason to look at her. She wanted the world to forget 
her, to just leave her alone. Then she realized you learned so much more when you kept your 
mouth shut. Everyone assumed you were stupid, like words just rattled around in your brain. 
People needed someone to talk to, and someone who could not talk (because no one would choose 
not to) was the ideal confidante. Then one day, she sat at her wobbly, scuffed up, wooden desk 
like any other day, but today she blurted “The pearl waxes.” She was whisked away by her 
teacher, told to change from her plaid skirted uniform into a ridiculous black dress, and sent to 
Rockden. Their uncle had explained her lineage and the preemptive tactic of her exile to avoid 
scandal, a Lazan daughter witchborn. 

“What did you make of this?” asked Valen. 
Valera shrugged. “I had food. I had books. I was left alone. No one beat me. I’ve spent 

several hours with Uncle Valcogne, and I’m not convinced I’ve missed out on anything. Rockden 
is nice. But what’s the point if everyone is talking at you all the time?” 
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Kindred spirits touch each other long before eyes meet. Once you behold your counterpart, 
you have already met them in the divine. You recognize them, but you do not know from where. 
Valen was more enchanted by this feeling than Valera. They looked to each other with 
familiarity. They shared thoughts kept locked. In moments, the soul understanding became 
something more concrete. He saw himself in her mirror but appreciated the differences in their 
frames. 

“Does our mother know you’re here?” he asked. 
“I have spent the whole day with uncle. Wouldn’t she come if she knew?” 
Valen shrugged. “She’s odd when it comes to her children.” 
“Doesn’t she love us?” 
“Yes. But love is entangled and often strangled by many other impulses, desires, and 

neuroses. This is what separates the complex from the simple.” 
She grinned. “We’re complex.” 
“Not when it comes to each other, dear sister. We are very simple together.” He looked 

around like a tiny nuisance was flying about. “Where’s uncle?” 
“He’s passed out. I hope I gave him enough time to make it to a sofa. It’s a gift of mine.” 
“You need to be careful with spells in Rockden. Mother will know. Is there a way we can 

keep in touch?” 
“That won’t be necessary. We are already bonded in ways stronger than the pulses of an email 

or the ink on a letter.” 
Without a word, they knew their time together had ended. Valen found his uncle sleeping on 

the sofa in the Burgundy Room. He woke him. Valcogne dismissed his catnap to overexertion. 
Valen watched as the realization of the girl in his office grew in his uncle’s consciousness. He 
smiled with a strain, claimed to have some work to get to, but left with a hastiness that suggested 
something more urgent. Valen laughed at the fool, hoping he remembered to fetch his sister’s 
pulpen juice. 

Valen had not asked his sister’s age. She was twenty. He did not ask her occupation. She was 
a history teacher’s assistant. These little autobiographical details were always a nuisance to Valen. 
They plagued conversations but never told you anything important. Only once you knew a 
person’s personality did these facts-of-living then work to provide a proper context for further 
familiarity. On their own, they meant nothing. They did not tell you someone’s soul. 

His sister’s solemn vow of silence did not register to Valen. He already considered their 
union as the truest of siblings a miraculous phenomenon. He went from seeing himself as a lone 
man to one who only existed in a dynamic of blood. He was a brother. And being a brother 
meant there was another. He did not see her as a girl, but as a sister. And if there was a sister, 
there was another. Brother and sister–identifiers that shaped one existence as conditioned on 
another. He existed for her. She existed for him. 

If he had further fathomed their existential shift from isolated particles to dynamic beings, he 
would have been charmed, honored, and flattered. She had suffered beatings as a young girl for 
not talking. The headmaster, his wife, her teachers, had whipped, beaten, and slapped her with 
belts, hangers, and rulers, respectively, for not uttering a word. Her first words were beyond her 
control, spoken in a trance she did not remember. She knew what she had said because a student 
told her. “The pearl waxes.” She did not know what it meant, but it meant changing her life. The 
first words spoken from her free will were a wish for a drink. For the first time, she had wanted 
something. She wanted juice. She wanted to see her brother. Juice tasted good. Her brother was 



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

	   79 

an amusing sight. She had made someone do something. She had wanted to know someone. All 
of these revelations brought on by a boy she loved at first sight. All of these feelings brought on 
by a girl he loved at first sight. 

That night Valen could not sleep. He wondered if his sister was in the house. Could he find 
her in the shifting labyrinth of Rockden? He had resolved not to go to Sevymas, fearing that he 
would underestimate the threat and reveal his concerns to their uncle or mother, or worse, share 
them with his new surrogate father, Lincoln Harbinger. This was no one’s responsibility but his 
own. Their mother abandoned her. Their uncle used her. Their brothers could not love what 
they were too stupid or indifferent to understand. Valen’s sleep was kept at bay by a tether that 
kept pulling him to her. He did not realize that he had kicked the gold coin just as he was about 
to pick it up. It was not until the hours passed and rest was a mandate, not a choice, that his 
weariness forced his mind to quiet its hyperactive chatter, and he drifted off. 

His dreams led him. He walked across Creaky Manor’s estate, over the yards, through its 
forest, and under its grounds. He saw the little chapel, hooded figures sitting in the pews, 
another standing before his sister, laid to sacrifice. He awoke in a fever. Sweaty, weak. He 
smelled his own musky odor. His mouth was dry. He was nauseated by the taste of his pungent, 
sour breath. He reached for the light on his nightstand but fell out of the bed. He tried to cry 
out, not for the woman who tied his shoes and cooked his meals but for his mother. She did not 
come, because only gasps escaped his mouth. If he could cast a spell, Rockden would know. He 
pulled himself up the nightstand, opened the drawer, saw his lighter, then collapsed, dragging 
the lamp down with him. He did not hear it shatter. 

He spent the rest of the night in darkness and awoke with the first rays of dawn to clarity. 
He dressed himself, slipped into his leather moccasins, and went into the hall. He recognized the 
configuration of doors. Normally, he came into the third hall, wallpapered beige and speckled 
with robins. Today, the hall was a series of wooden planks. He was beneath their home, in the 
tunnels. Rockden created the way. Running through the cobblestone passages, some ways were 
walled over, other walls dropped to reveal new paths. Finally, he found his sister in a coffin 
perched on logs, her hands folded over a bitten apple. He gathered her, returned to his room, 
and stored her in his trunk. His love led him to her, and the force of that love released a magic 
showing him where to take her and what to do. He had to get past the magical defenses of 
Creaky Manor, and that meant befriending a resident. 

When word spread that Harbinger had left town, he went to his mother and volunteered to 
be Juliette’s escort. She sat in her small violet office at her writing desk. She was penning a letter 
in calligraphy. He loved her when she wrote. She was frozen in this erect, statuesque pose. Her 
profile dissolved from its pretty pretense into something naturally dazzling to him, contemplative 
with a touch of sadness. She wrote dressed in her usual fashions but she kept her feet bare. Her 
silky hair carved out her silhouette. When he saw her like this, he truly believed this woman had 
birthed him. 

He interrupted her, and she looked to him with a slightly perturbed expression. He 
apologized for the interruption and struck up small talk concerning lunch. They carried on in no 
way to suggest her life was in turmoil, as if an illegitimate child that could have ruined the family 
had turned up missing. His mother was never one for seriousness. She was their leader but 
delegated all responsibilities to their uncle. But he had to know if she was a pawn, unconscious of 
the schemes at play in her own checkered home, or a queen, the most powerful subordinate 
executing the king’s endgame. He was satisfied, and unknowingly relieved, that his mother was 
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unaware of her brother’s affairs. 
Watching from a window in the Orange Room, he finally saw his uncle leave. He put his 

intentions to work and travelled from one hall, to enter one room, to leave that room into 
another hall, and to repeat this pattern four more times until arriving at his destination. Through 
each hall, he entered a certain combination of rooms, a kind of secret code, to reveal the home of 
the Roysch grimoire. 

In a room made of gold, gilded into portraits of vines wrapping around dueling angels and 
goblins cheering as they burned in the pit, there was a mahogany stand displaying a blank, open 
book. In the crease of the spine, there was a dagger, uncharacteristically plain. He cut his hand, 
bled on the page, and slid the blade in the waist of his pants, untucking and retucking his shirt to 
conceal it. His blood was accepted by the grimoire; it revealed its text, generations of spells and 
knowledge curated by every Roysch matriarch. He pressed his bloody palm against the page. 

“The pearl,” he said. 
He lifted his hand. The book did not move. He pressed his hand once more. 
“The apple,” he said. 
He lifted his hand. The pages flipped, revealing a sketch of an apple with writing. A hypnosis 

potion, when administered in a properly enchanted apple, was given a potency that locked the 
victim and caster in a virtually impenetrable bond. The potion by itself made one more 
susceptible to anyone’s suggestions and could be broken with a good slap. This darker spell did 
not compromise agency; it annihilated free will. 

When Valen finished his research, he burned the apple, but the spell was not reversed. His 
only choice was to kill his sister’s puppeteer. And for that he needed to be stronger. He had the 
blood of one born a Lazan, a blood that was already linked to his. He had seen in his dreams a 
safe place to perform the transformation. He gained Juliette Harbinger’s trust and access to her 
home, the grounds. However, his effect on her in turn had an effect on him. The trust he 
wanted, he had now given. 
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Juliette listened to Valen’s account. Her father had died the night Valera had gone missing. She 
deduced that Valcogne had discovered his niece gone and began enacting magical measures to 
find her father had been in his office and discovered the tuition contract. This paper was the only 
representation of Valera that existed in Newton. Her lovely dud went looking for the girl, 
questioning Sarah Felfen. He never encountered the lost Roysch himself. 

Velestine had allowed herself to be a figurehead in her own home. The true Head of 
Rockden, her brother, decided to eliminate the Head of Harbinger as a threat. He was smart 
enough not to play a game of wits with Newton’s key solicitor. Valcogne plotted against him 
without an interrogation, giving him the strategic resource of surprise. Her father had barely 
stepped one foot on the trail to truth before being caught in a noose. 

Juliette was not fully content. She knew the mastermind. She had answered the whodunit 
every mystery has to propose. Yet, the picture felt incomplete. She felt naïve. Her innocence was 
getting in the way. She did not consider that one who considered youthful simplicity an obstacle 
could not possess the trait. Her assumptions of conspiracy were the proof that she was not 
viewing the world through a child’s eyes. 

She and Valen had remained in the catacombs under Creaky Manor for an hour. In silence, 
she had sat on the ground until her body ached, afraid Valen would stop stroking her hair if she 
moved. He sat in the pew, his leg cramping, also afraid if he moved that this moment would be 
disrupted by Time flowing through. He contemplated nothing. His confession had given him a 
moment of peace. Juliette thought of everything, constructing the pieces of the puzzle, still 
finding patches of black, the picture incomplete. Finally, the passion for truth thrusted her from 
the comfort of this romantic picture and back into the darkness of mysteries unsolved. She stood, 
and they prepared an arrangement before parting ways. 

Valera was laid to rest in Creaky Manor. Juliette found it fitting that she slept in the room 
decorated by the Roysch matriarch, the room that was supposed to have been hers. Juliette had 
reclaimed the manor as a home, but she still felt like a guest in that room. 

She changed Valera into one of her t-shirts and pajama bottoms. She arranged her on her 
side, her arms tucked into her, her legs bent, hair in messy array. She looked like a young woman 
ready to get up for the daily grind, not a desperate corpse clinging to peace in a shrine of her 
mother’s making. A mother she had never met. 

When Valen went to see his sister, he was shocked by her display. He kneeled at her bedside 
and cried into the duvet, trying to muffle his emotional spectacle, his shame. He had become a 
monster to protect her, and this feeling of humanity made him hate himself. He could not do 
anything right. Juliette gave him a moment alone, shutting the door and leaving to finish 
readying her home. She was the Head of Harbinger, and she had affairs. 

First, she made two phone calls, arranging two meetings. Then, she went to the master 
bedroom. Returning with Valen as he carried Valera across his arms, she had made a point to 
view the back of the house. She had been afraid to go out back, fearing a demon lurked in the 
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forest, watching, but she had walked over the overgrown thrush, onto her lawn, and returned 
home. The windows had a bluish sheen to them. They were enchanted. 

In the room that had belonged to her father, she stripped the bed of its sheets, pillowcases, 
and duvet, a plush comforter with light blue and dark blue stripes stamped with golden olive 
branches. She remade it with a new sheet set, gold with clusters of poppies. She emptied the 
walk-in closet, dressers, and nightstands of suits and clothes, socks and under garments, books 
and puzzles, placing everything in the hall to be boxed later. Later that night, she would move 
her clothes in. For now, every compartment was empty except for the nightstand that now held 
her grimoire and phone. 

Before leaving, she made her last gesture to christen the room and to complete her transition 
from heiress to matriarch. She stood in the center with her diary. Magnified by the blood of 
Harbinger and the reclaimed essence of her beloved Tonks, the diary had grown from a small 
square into a rich tome the size of a paperback. The pages now replenished without the draining 
of her essence, filling with a bounty of additional pages at twice the stock. 

“A house now mine for all time,” she said. 
Pages floated from the book, unfolding into larger sheets. They covered the walls, dissolving 

into a dark blue. Her task finished, she left and waited at her car. Valen soon walked out, closing 
the door behind him. He kissed her and walked away, heading off the grounds. She drove past 
him on her private road, past his car on the main street, mentally preparing for her 
appointments. Valen enjoyed the fresh air, the sunny sky, his stroll on the dirt road. He never 
enjoyed these natural pleasures until now, when he feared he would no longer have the soul to do 
so. 



 

25 
 
 
Juliette waited in a room with white walls spotted with the black silhouettes of crows. She was 
seated on a black sofa. The only other furniture was a white straw chair. She waited for five 
minutes before Velestine entered with a promptness that conveyed a dropping of social norms. 
Both women sensed a seriousness in the other. 

Juliette erected herself, fluffing the big red roses clustered along the strap of her navy, polka-
dot dress while Velestine’s back was turned, closing the door. Velestine herself wore a canary 
yellow blouse with a tan pencil skirt and stilettos. The yellow gave her violet eyes a penetration 
that left Juliette feeling judged. Whereas in the past she felt socially inferior to Velestine’s 
nonchalant airs, she now felt an intellectual subordinate to the matriarch’s cold reserve. How 
many lies over how many decades had this woman kept locked in compartments locked within 
compartments, wrapped in the riddles of alternating personas of girlish smiles and womanly 
glares. 

“Thank you for seeing me,” said Juliette. 
“It’s obviously serious, Juliette,” replied Velestine. “And I have a day to get to. It’s early.” 
Juliette was not sure why she had sounded so nice. She had intended to speak with 

conviction, to make demands and control the tides of conversation, but when she parted her lips, 
only pleasantries came out. She took a deep breath and decided to do something severe enough 
where there would be no turning back. 

“You need to prove to me that you loved my father,” said Juliette. 
“Fine,” replied Velestine, folding her arms. “Your spell or mine.” 
Juliette had a red tote with her. She removed her grimoire and a calligraphy pen. She said: 
“In your blood, write in this journal, ‘I sincerely love Lincoln Harbinger. I would not 

deliberately or idly put him in danger.’ If this is the truth, you will be fine. If not, the lies will eat 
away at you, literally. The severity will depend on how deep the betrayal.” Juliette had enchanted 
her pages with a truth spell and stained them with Sarah Felfen’s potion. Departures from the 
truth would trigger the potion, Juliette’s enhanced essence, her earth nature turning Velestine 
into petrified bark. The purpose of using Velestine’s blood was to make the more powerful 
witch’s essence complicit in the spell’s terms. Juliette could not risk Rockden’s mistress using her 
own magic to override the process. 

Velestine reached over, snatching the journal and pen. She pricked her finger with the 
writing utensil and wrote the words. They waited a moment. Nothing happened. 

Juliette gasped, a tear streaked down her cheek. This woman really loved her father? No. 
There had to be some loophole. No. Juliette had to trust her magic. She had to trust herself. 
Even if she were wrong, moving forward confidently would help her make the proper 
corrections. 

“Yes, Juliette,” said Velestine. “I love him. Now tell me what’s happened.” 
Juliette looked at her. Even knowing nothing, Velestine’s gravity still made her seem like she 

knew more than Juliette. Juliette laughed. She felt like she was waiting for Velestine to explain 
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everything. 
“Okay,” said Juliette, using a finger to wipe the tear’s trail from her face. “Your son, Valen, 

wants to kill your brother, Valcogne, because he entranced your Lazan daughter, Valera. 
Valcogne murdered my father because he had found a tuition contract in your sibling’s office. He 
was investigating her existence. And P.S., your daughter is in a trance coma at my house.” 

“I suppose this is where I pour my tea, telling you all of the sordid details?” 
“An explanation would be nice.” 
“An explanation of what? You have it all figured out.” 
“Do I?” 
“How did your father die?” 
“I found him hanging in his room.” 
“So you forged the letters.” 
“Yes.” 
“Your nature is very odd and very powerful for something driven by such little essence. It’s 

driven by creativity more than by potential. You have gone to great lengths to keep it secret.” 
Juliette sensed the threat and replied accordingly: “And it will remain a secret.” 
Velestine heard the intended blackmail. “You still don’t get it. I will keep your secret 

regardless.” 
“Why don’t you seem surprised by any of this?” 
“Sevymas already told me about his Bloodlink Ring.” She clapped. A hatch in the corner fell 

through and a three-headed dog popped up with a severed arm in its central mouth. It was 
furless, its skin red with yellow splotches, its eyes black. Juliette moved to the farthest end of the 
sofa, trying to contain her desire to scream and run as the hellhound stopped before her. 

Velestine petted its head: “Good, Frella. Drop.” 
Frella dropped the arm. 
“After I heard your father had left town, I decided to send Frella here to keep an eye on you,” 

said Velestine. “She found the former owner of this arm, lurking in the forest, watching the 
house.” 

“A demon?” blurted Juliette. She did not mean to interrupt, to appear so out-of-water, but 
she had lost her determination. She had finally dismissed her intuitions as paranoias only for 
them to be validated as the instincts of spirit, not the delusions of fear. If she had not moved 
cautiously and stayed shut up in the house, she would have been dead. 

“No, not a demon. Just Lazan,” replied Velestine. “You were not worth the small fortune for 
some mongrel to taint our Holly Tail. And thankful for us. Frella is still quite young. She, and 
hence you, would have been slaughtered by even a lower class demon.” 

Juliette sensed there were going to be no answers. She did not want to risk giving Velestine 
the upper hand by posing questions to be shot down like flying bridets during hunting season. 
Who was Valera’s father? What was she going to do about Valen? About Valcogne? Was she 
going to tell Sevymas? She was beginning to fixate on these questions. She was functioning on a 
few scant minutes of rest, relying on the mystery as fuel, yet still feeling like the walking dead, 
drained. She reminded herself these questions were related but not relevant. They did not 
concern her. She knew Valcogne had killed her father. She knew Valen would handle him. 

She had been concerned with the fine line between justice and revenge. By becoming the 
compass of karma, she was charged with determining the culprit and his punishment. She had 
assumed the path would be clear once she knew the truth. She was right. Sitting with Velestine, 
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she was not filled with wrath. She did not want to hunt Valcogne down and pitch his severed 
head on a stake. She did not feel like she had to be a part of the proceedings. Life had brought 
karma full circle, and she was content to let the course finish. Valcogne hunted her father. Valen 
will hunt Valcogne. And unfortunately, someone would hunt Valen. It was time for her to leave 
the merry-go-round. 

“Well, I thank you for your time,” said Juliette. She gathered her tote and stood. 
Velestine stood as well, handing Juliette her diary and pen. Juliette placed them in her bag. 
“Before you go,” said Velestine. “You might as well meet the rest of the family. Logan and 

Burgess are finally home.” 
“Okay,” said Juliette, shyly casting her eyes down as Velestine looked down upon her. She 

followed her hostess out of the room and down a white hall. “It’s rare the boys are home. And 
since you will be frequenting here more often, you will need to become acquainted with how the 
house works. You are an ally; so it will be quite easy. And now that you are the Matriarch of 
Harbinger, the house will grant you an extra dose of respect.” 

Juliette realized Velestine had not been taking superior tones with her. They were equals. 
Juliette’s insecurities had led her to perceive Velestine as condescending. However, this woman, 
forthright with a hint of melancholy, was the true Head of Rockden. Juliette criticized people for 
taking false tones in society, but did not recognize an authentic personality, revealed once the 
mask had dropped. She had stared at painted-on faces for so long that even when the visage was 
bare, she could only see makeup. 

“To move about Rockden,” continued Velestine, “Just set your intention on your destination. 
A room or person. You will then have to quiet your mind and let your intuition guide you. Also, 
start from inside a room.” She opened a door and stepped into the Lavender Room. Once they 
were inside, she closed the door. 

“Try it,” said Velestine. “Focus on Burgess.” 
Juliette was nervous. She closed her eyes like a child making a wish before blowing on a 

dandelion. 
“You are trying too hard,” said Velestine. “Take a deep breath and let it flow. Don’t they 

teach you the basics at the Sisestra?” 
“Why didn’t you go?” asked Juliette, surprised she had spoken. 
“It’s not the Roysch way. A lineage of magic is a family’s secret to be guarded and cultivated 

by its members. My mother would not have permitted a Roysch grimoire being improved upon 
by a Sister. A Roysch lives by the spell or dies by it. If she can’t survive on her own, then she 
doesn’t deserve to live.” 

Juliette nodded. She took a deep breath, opened the door, and came into a hunter green 
corridor. 

“How drab,” said Velestine. “I thought I had remodeled this wing.” 
Juliette led the way. She felt an urge to enter the third door. It was white with a brass knob. 

She entered and found two men sitting at a wooden table, smacking down cards in a game of 
War with a pot of hundred bollen bills to the side. The two men stared at her. One smiled. The 
other grinned, tipping his straw hat. Both faces were familiar. The one who looked to her with 
kindness and sincerity was Sevymas. The other, the one with the scar under his eye who always 
appeared to be playing a trick on her, was the young assistant to Klendall Sheek. The twins she 
had only half paid attention to at The Golden Egg Festival belonged to Velestine. 

“I’ll leave you,” whispered Velestine in her ear. 
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Juliette entered the room and shut the door. She felt self-conscious as they sat frozen, staring. 
But soon Sevymas was up, taking a wooden chair from the corner and offering her a seat. His 
brother introduced himself. She tucked her dress under her and joined the boys. She was too 
anxious to consider what had happened. The twin at the table was Logan, not Burgess. Where 
had her intention gone? 

The room was wallpapered hunter green with mallard ducks. There was an empty cupboard 
on the back wall. 

“So what brings you here?” asked Sevymas. “You play?” He widened his eyes and craned his 
head towards the door, indicating for his brother to leave. However, Logan smirked, making 
kisses as he shook his head. Mocking his brother, he made it clear he planned to observe the 
awkward courtship about to happen. 

“Your mother wanted me to meet the twins,” she said. “And no, I don’t gamble.” 
Logan laughed. “We all gamble. You just don’t play games of chance unless there is 

something truly valuable on the line. Petty men like us do it for bragging rights.” 
Sevymas laughed. The brothers were strangers in childhood. However, as men, they found a 

casual comradery befitting acquaintances. Their bonds as brothers had never been tested, so they 
always maintained a certain level of etiquette with one another. Logan was more social, making 
the arrangement more agreeable. Burgess, on the other hand, was more concerned with the 
interior realm, lost in thoughts and their stimulants, such as books. He remained more distant 
from his younger brothers. 

Juliette kept her reactions to herself and replied briefly and politely. Watching them play, she 
snuck glances at Logan. His auburn hair was like straw, dry, wispy, and light. His eyes were not 
violet. They were dark brown. His nose was slender like Valen’s, but his eyes were round like 
Sevymas’s. Her sense of reason had been stunned. But slowly, the connections were formed. 
Logan and his brother worked with Sheek. They must have been the Roysch’s liaison at the 
Department of Borders. She had already taken the knowledge for granted that Valcogne 
intended to use Valera for some dark spell for power. Did they know Valcogne’s plans? Her 
mind began to consider possibilities for the events now that the twins had become variables. The 
more possible it became that this was their plan and not Valcogne’s, the more wary, the more 
frightened, she became of sitting next to him. If her musings so much as flickered across her face, 
Logan would have seen. 

After a hand, Logan stood and stretched. He walked over to his brother, patted him on the 
shoulder, and said, “I’m rooting for you, bro.” He looked to Juliette. “Nice to meet you again.” 
He smiled, but it was not filled with boyish cunning. Juliette did not want to over-analyze the 
expression. After all, she had sapped out the joy in the room by interrupting their game. 

Sevymas gathered the cards and pot–he had won–losing his sense of fun and games. He 
snuck peeks at her as she was lost in thought, admiring her. 

“So,” he said. “Not much of a meeting, but trust me, if you’ve met one of ‘em you’ve met 
both.” 

“You told Velestine about my father?” she asked. 
He cleared his throat, looking at the card deck in his hands. “Yeah... I mean... she’s my 

mom.” 
Juliette could not remember if she had made him swear not to tell. Even if she had not, she 

felt betrayed. 
“It seems your uncle killed him,” she said. 
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“I’m sorry,” said Sevymas, shocked. He could only shake his head. “I am so sorry my family–” 
“Well someone did it. And everyone is born. So some family had to be in it. Might as well 

have been yours.” 
Sevymas nodded, thinking. He furrowed his eyebrows as a thought helped in finding his way 

out of the helplessness of not knowing what to say. He replaced desperation with anger: “I will 
kill him. And Valen if–” 

“Valen has been uncovering the whole plot,” replied Juliette. 
“Valen? It’s not like him to lift a finger to–” 
“Well. His sister–your sister–needed a champion.” 
“Sister?” 
She explained what she knew, assuming his mother intended to tell him. This was her 

rationalization. She wanted to defend Valen, to prove to Sevymas that his younger brother was 
his superior. Unfortunately, she had forgotten he was now a Lazan as well. She did not even 
remember if she had told Velestine. Her sleep deficiency was now beginning to play with her 
mind, she could not recall some details, while others seemed oddly wrong. 

Sevymas was a man of action, a man trying to prove himself a leader. As he listened, he felt 
embarrassed as the woman he had sworn to protect was educating him on his own family. He 
was so ignorant, so blind. He felt like some spell had changed reality. His uncle changed from a 
snobby socialite to a criminal mastermind. His brother was an uppity loner now turned beast. 

“What does my uncle want with this ‘pearl,’ assuming it’s actually a pearl?” he asked. 
“What any scheming fool wants. Power.” 
“Power to what?” 
“I suppose your brother and mother will figure that out?” 
“They’ve gone to confront him now?” 
“I don’t know...” She wanted to smack herself in the head. She had told Velestine the truth 

with the idea that a mother would intervene on behalf of her son. But she could not take 
Velestine for a typical mother, and she was too flustered with being tired, a three-headed dog, a 
severed arm, and multiple revelations to keep track of everything she needed to learn. She had 
resigned her father’s justice to fate, but she was being drawn back into the tempest. She forced 
herself to only consider the most relevant points: Valcogne had murdered her father. The 
Roysches would deal with him. She looked to Sevymas for reassurance, but his lips were pursed, 
his eyes in a glare. 

“I have to do something,” he said. 
He went to leave. Juliette wanted to call out but hesitated. 
Sevymas opened the door and was greeted with a brick wall. He looked to Juliette. She 

shrugged. 
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Valcogne gazed intently into a glimmering pool. A generations old secret, the well possessed the 
ability to show a Roysch hidden longings. The sanctum that held the most illegal and darkest of 
magic was a crystal cave excavated deep under Rockden. Emerald stalagmites imprisoned 
twinkling lights, the escaping beams carving paths of illumination in the dark. 

“We truly are desperate souls,” said a voice. 
Valcogne held out his hand. Velestine grabbed it, and he pulled her into him. Turning away 

from his visions, he hugged her, sinking into her as, just for a moment, he released his life’s 
tensions. He lifted her chin, indulged in a kiss, then returned to the waters. 

“We will get through this,” he replied, in part to reassure himself. 
The Engra had been constructed as a lifeline for the Roysch family. Spells and knowledge 

that had become outdated were stored in this near sacred place. The waters of the Prophea were 
a legend. Once upon a time, the ancestor Lucy Roysch had used the well she invented to work 
her way up from carnival act to Madame, showing and threatening to reveal the secrets of men. 
As the times progressed, magic became more tame, and spells that violated ideals such as privacy 
and free will became outlawed. With the exception of various generic charms and potions that 
were easily enough detected and subverted, many of the more creative and individualized tools of 
magic became artifacts. Many were destroyed. However, some found clever ways to hide their 
inventions, preserving them for posterity. The laws were meant to destroy a woman like Lucy 
Roysch, but powerful women make themselves despite society’s systemized disapproval. She built 
The Engra and any member of her bloodline who found themselves in enough need could gain 
entry. For a mage, admittance also mandated a sacrifice. 

“Whose was it?” asked Velestine, referring to the blood he spilled to open the Engra’s doors. 
“No one important,” was the reply. 
“You’ve done a lot for me.” 
He looked to her. Seeing this woman he had made his existence, he wanted to make her 

proud, to tell her of all the ways they would be happy. Instead, he said: 
“No. You’ve done everything for me. You gave me purpose. You kept me from becoming 

bitter. Because of you, I believe in trust. I believe in loyalty. You allowed me to be the leader of 
this family, and I have not done you, or your children, justice.” 

“Valen accessed the grimoire.” 
Valcogne laughed in exasperation at the irony, at the weariness of Life’s teasing.  
“The boy who still won’t tie his shoes,” he said. “The boy who can’t be bothered to take an 

hour to learn how we maintain our lives. Yet he found a source of passion so deep, so burning, 
that he could access that room. His blood was so rich with purpose that your grimoire, 
generations of power, opened itself to him.” He shook his head, laughing. 

“It’s time to tell me of your sacrifices.” She stroked the back of his head. “Tell me your pain. 
Tell me your love.” 

He gasped. Tears fell. His mask cracked. “I can’t tell you. You will never forgive me.” 
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“You have to tell someone. It’s time to trust me.” 
He grabbed her and looked at her with scrutiny. He wanted to see something in her that 

suggested she was joking. “You are the only person I trust. I’m not being some stupid romantic. 
You make me believe life is worth it. The work. The fools. The days that change only when 
tragedy visits.” 

“Then tell me.” 
He shook his head. He would have listed and measured his options but there were none. His 

mind only saw her. He had run out of thoughts. His sense of the future was a void. The 
nothingness scared him into speech. The words of a confession were better than no words at all. 
Words would give him hope. They would keep her with him a little longer. 
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The Matriarch of Roysch was a dying woman. The brother who cherished her pretended not to 
hear her sickly coughs, to see the blood on her handkerchief, or to hear her vomiting as he lay in 
her bed. During the days, the various potions she used sustained an illusion of health and vitality. 
He pretended his love was his. The nights were heartbreaking. He would remember she 
belonged to Death. 

The doctors had no explanation for her disease. Only a philosopher proposed a theory: 
Velestine’s body could not handle the strain of inheriting century’s of magic. Her essence was so 
concentrated with genius that it had become toxic. Even with her many children, she could not 
shed enough of her magical force to preserve herself. Valcogne pleaded with her to consider a 
birthright spell, a method that would grant her children greater power. However, she feared they 
would inherit her condition. She would die, and her children could start the line over. Her dying 
wish was to perform a binding spell that would prevent her power from bestowing itself upon her 
only daughter, the one she had exiled after birth. 

Her death sentence made her painfully aware of how unfit her sons were. She used her 
connections to have her twins placed at the Department of Borders. She prepared to marry 
Lincoln Harbinger, the man she had selected to groom Sevymas and Valen into leaders of their 
community. She saw The Dud Superior as a force of strength and morality, virtues her privileged 
family had long lost. She knew when she passed, her beloved brother and her sons would fall, 
and she knew Harbinger would pick them up. Duty was Harbinger’s blood, and she had made 
her family his duty. 

When Sevymas told her he was gone, her response had startled her. She and her fiancé found 
each other agreeable because they were practical. A pragmatic woman who married a man for her 
family’s sake would not cry for his death. Still, she shuddered. Her hands trembled, and she 
gripped Sevymas until her nails drew blood. Her boy held her hand and she cried. She had made 
it until the end of her lifeline with none of her children seeing her weak, and now she indulged 
herself in a fit. She tried to tell herself she deserved this outburst. However, her children 
deserved to have a mother who had raised them better, who had given them more, who had 
showed more of her love, who had prepared them more for the world. Always aware of her 
childhood burdens as the sole female heir, she tried to make her children’s lives as easy and 
comfortable as possible. 

Valcogne did not find so much clarity and maturity in her slow decay. The discretion he had 
to exercise in keeping his love at bay under a brotherly guise gave him a restraint that he had 
never thought to resent. This farce was so inevitable that it came naturally. But now knowing she 
would be gone and he would be alone, he resented time lost, the moments hiding when he could 
have been loving her. He watched her try to love men, lying with them, marrying them, having 
their children, and he never felt threatened. They were a part of life, a price for a chance to love. 
Now, he wanted them all dead. He wanted to sacrifice all of them to grant his love another 
chance. 
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He found his true prayer and the source of its answer in the Prophea. He had always lived as 
an entity hovering over the expression of his feelings. Only alone with Velestine did he ever 
inhabit love, fear, lust, jealousy, and joy–Life itself. Only with her did he feel that he could 
survive his heart. However, his spirit now choked him. Every day tightened its grip around him. 

In the Prophea, he did not only see Velestine alive. He saw them at a party. He was in his 
tux, and she wore a rose gown cascading in frothy layers. They danced. They laughed with 
friends. They kissed, and the world applauded. The Prophea showed dreams, but it was a goal-
oriented contraption. Its purpose was to show what could be obtained, to give hope that 
tomorrow did not have to be like today. He asked how this was possible, and he saw the 
grimoire. 

In the past, he had needed his sister to access the attic. He was too content to access their 
family’s legacy. Now, he entered, donated his blood, and revealed in the book a brief entry called 
“The Pearl.” In a different state, Valcogne would have dismissed this as a legend. To him, 
legends were superstitions created by the rich to control the poor or made-up by the poor 
because they were not rich. They were devices for control and power, or daydreams for 
distraction and hope. A time where so much was possible, The Old World was filled with 
nonsense. Now, he abandoned his sense. Without a question, he accepted The Pearl without 
asking if his heart or his reason was processing the text. He read in his father’s handwriting: 

 
The Gosrin came from the power to create realities within realities, The Pearl. Born in the apple 
of an abomination, an abomination from abomination, it commands destiny. 

 
Many writings in the grimoire were written in cryptic poetry. Their deciphering required an 
understanding passed down from generations. For Valcogne, it was fateful that his father had 
added this information. For years, he had heard his father’s ramblings, watched his most 
immoral moments, and never understood their purpose. Others had given up on the elder 
Roysch as mad, but Valcogne knew his father was a deliberate man. Now, he realized that his 
father had been seeking The Pearl throughout his life. If Valcogne had loved his father more, he 
would have wondered why. 

The most important secret to Valcogne was that Valera’s birth was preordained. Sevymas 
Roysch, the first, had selected Valera’s father, a Lazan who had betrayed his race to the witches 
and now lived in Holly Tail for asylum. Only several officials knew of his true identity. Roysch 
killed Velestine’s then husband, the father of her twins, and made sure the Lazan picked up the 
pieces. 

Valcogne deduced that Valera was the abomination needed to birth an apple, abominable 
fruit, foul offspring. When he needed to recall her from Frielingclaw, he had no choice but to 
confide in Logan. He related his tale feeling a betrayal so inherent that it drove him to tears. The 
display only impressed the credibility and necessity of his story and actions. 

Velestine’s magic gave Lincoln Harbinger permission to access every room in Rockden. She 
prepaved the way for him to take a place as its co-head, along with Valcogne. However, Logan 
had reached across the Gosrin to have demonic spells placed on the tuition contract. The magic 
was so complex, so refined and nuanced, that Rockden did not detect its alien presence. When 
Harbinger found the contract, Logan saw the sands in the square garden he kept on his work 
desk shift. They informed him of a trespasser and his identity. Knowing Harbinger was a sucker 
for the mundane, he gave his aspiring stepfather, another in a parade of tryhard men, a welcome-
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to-the-family gift, a basket of apples received as a job perk. The apples put Harbinger under his 
will, and the sole command called for a hanging. He commissioned a henchman to wait outside 
Creaky Manor, watching for Juliette’s discovery of the body, but his mother’s pet ended him. 

Valcogne and his nephew secured Valera. A bite from an Illusia Apple sunk her into a stupor, 
and the two arranged her in a bed chamber. Under a canopy of flowing red silk, they planted 
their seeds. By doctor’s orders, the woman they both loved, one as mother, the other as lover, 
had approximately seven months to live. With the fertility enchantments, one of their apples 
would be born, and that apple would be sacrificed. The pure fruit born from filth would be eaten, 
and their sins would be cleansed. It was not too late. 



 

28 
 
 
 “Say something,” said Valcogne. 

Velestine starred at him with an eerily serene expression. He wanted to believe his story had 
inspired her to live. He wanted her to be awakened by the confession of his dedication. Could 
this look have been gratitude? He glimpsed the possibility of being understood, being forgiven, 
and even being her hero. 

Down the winding emerald path that led over a chasm of darkness, they heard the sounds of 
the double gold doors echoing. After a moment, Logan rushed forward. He had been stalled 
outside during Valcogne’s confession. The Engra would not allow two pitiful souls with 
paradoxical motives into its depths at the same time. Logan had run to prevent his sentimental 
uncle from being stupid. He knew Valcogne’s heart bled for his mother. After his account, his 
uncle, filled with so many fears, colored a little rosier with hope. However, the more seconds that 
passed, the more regret crept in, and the romantic red turned a wrenching crimson. He wanted 
to reclaim time, to go back and undo it all. Hearing the doors brought him into a more grounded 
sense of his problems. Seeing Logan, his even-tempered nephew, made him realize he was going 
to lose Velestine. He wanted to beg. He saw himself falling to his knees, crying, but he could 
not. Not in front of Logan. He was still that man who could not kiss the woman he loved with 
witnesses. He could not kiss her lips to remind her she loved him. He could not kiss her feet to 
beg for forgiveness. He could not beg like a lovesick fool. He could not be himself. He was a 
brother, trying to save his little sister. As head of household, he would sacrifice insignificant 
people. He would cautiously flirt with the illegal. Only a lover would ruin his family for a 
woman. Only a lover would never accept that a line in time had been crossed, and it was time to 
surrender, to sit by the bedside and let life finish its course on one plane before continuing on 
another. 

Logan stood before his mother and uncle, looking at each, wanting to deduce from their 
faces what had happened. 

“You told her everything, didn’t you?” Logan asked Valcogne. 
Valcogne nodded. 
Logan looked to his mother, his hands held together before him, his eyes wide with a warm 

smile on his face. Velestine remained still. Valcogne had seen a warmness in her. However, she 
was blank. Seeing nothing, he took his heart and gave it to her, seeing the hope in her he 
needed. Logan saw her as livid. He saw her as an ice queen. He had told himself many times that 
if she knew, she would have been angry, but, with reason, she would have seen this was for the 
best. She had forsaken Valera. She had only wanted Harbinger as a servant. His blood sister was 
not a member of the family, and his mother was not one to grieve outsiders. Servants came and 
went. She could shed her tears then get on with it. 

Logan stood before his mother. “Do you understand why we did it?” 
“You wanted to save my life,” Velestine replied. “That’s easy enough for even a simple 

woman like me to register.” 



THE APPLE OF THEIR EYES 

	   94 

“Don’t be like that, Mother.” 
“You’ve been running around murdering people and overusing your position. You and your 

uncle have jeopardized the family. You had no business bringing Valera here. She is my 
daughter, and I made my decision concerning her. You undermined me.” 

“Losing you would have put this family in greater harm. Obviously, you never intended for 
Valera to be matriarch.” 

“I understand the practicality of all this. And maybe in the past, when I wasn’t so bugged by 
these nuisances called principles...” 

“You can forgive us,” said Valcogne. 
“I already have.” She shook her head. 
Logan threw his arms around her, crying. 
“I love you, my son,” she said, holding the back of his head, pressing him against her. “And I 

am happy you kept Burgess away from this. You know how sensitive he is.” She held him a little 
tighter. “I am proud of you.” At this simple statement, he began to sob. “Maybe,” she continued, 
“if I had known you had this kind of strength, this kind of ambition, if I had raised you better, 
you could have applied yourself to something more productive. But as you are, just like Valen, 
you were so bored with life. It would take something this surreal to you, losing a mother before 
her time, to make you a man. I love you.” 

She saw the sword before she saw the wielder. The taper of metal shot through the air, and 
she was thrusted back. Violet eyes. A spray. Her son’s body falling limp. A hilt encrusted with 
rubies. A mother’s instinct to hold her child and never let go. A warm fluid washing over her 
hands. Valen retracting the blade. A scream. Her scream. She was screaming. She heard herself 
muffled, like she was being snuffed out. In her chest, she felt a mass spreading. This was not real. 
This was not the way her baby’s life was supposed to go. She had a plan. 

Valen had used an invisibility potion to sneak in behind his brother. He had waited with him 
in the hall, hoping its effects did not fade. Hearing of his brother’s betrayal, how he considered 
his sister’s existence as negotiable, he filled with rage and acted to extinguish her enemy. As his 
mother’s eyes widened, as she shook, he saw the one he killed through her. He remembered this 
was his brother. He remembered his victim’s humanity. He dropped the sword and ran away, 
hearing his mother’s screams echoing in his head. 

Valcogne was lost in time, lost in mind. He was elated. If she forgave Logan, then she had 
forgiven him. He was a child, anxiously excited for his nephew to leave so he could be alone with 
her. He saw Valen thrust the sword in a flash of movement that did not make sense to him. It 
was not until the scene stood still that he understood something had happened. The violence was 
jarring, pushing his psyche into a realm where he observed the events like a movie. He wanted to 
save Velestine, but he could not move, trapped in his formless dimension where he was only a 
mind. He saw the blade stretching behind her. He wanted to disappear, to go wherever she was. 
But then he saw the sword had not gone through her but Logan. He could not be heartbroken. 
Velestine was alive. He could not be relieved. His nephew was dead. He went numb. 

Her son’s body grew heavier. She would not let him go. She sunk to the ground and rocked 
him. In a voice that croaked with sorrow, she sang: 

 
Logan, a gentleman so melancholy 
A boy destined for righteous folly 
Don’t trip and fall on your sword 
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One man can never win a war 
 
Logan, a boy so quick to do good 
Love me a little less, if you could 
Logan, a hero for my time 
Take my breath and you’ll be fine 
 

Sevymas was the only child she had not given a lullaby. He slept so soundly in her arms. Valera 
stirred in her sleep. Her right arm would stick up in the air and make a repetitive hitting motion, 
swatting the air. Velestine wrote her song to calm her. 

When the last note had died in the bowels of the cave, Velestine laid her child down, 
supporting his head. She gently put him to rest. She did not see the blood. She only saw Logan 
and the wrinkles in her outfit. She stood and straightened herself, pulling at her skirt and fluffing 
her blouse. 

Seeing her return to sanity, Valcogne was restored to his body. He came up behind her, 
wrapped his arms around her, and said: 

“We will be fine. We will get through this. Now, we must find Valen and Valera. I swear we 
will be a family, the family we dreamed of. The Pearl–” He fell to dust. 

Velestine brushed off the remains of her beloved then took her leave. 
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She did not love Valera. She loved her brother. But her obligations to a daughter transcended the 
pleasures of a lover. She did not need to love her child to see her as her flesh and her blood, to 
take care of her. She gave birth to her. She was an adult. Duty called. 

She loved her sons. She had no favorites. Or more accurately, she favored them at different 
times. Burgess was creative, but he did not do well in social interactions. Logan was charismatic, 
but he lacked depth. Sevymas was moral and generous, but he lacked an intellectual’s analysis. 
Valen was intelligent and independent, but he was selfish. When one was at his best, fulfilling 
his characteristic virtue, she was dazzled by him. When one was not at his best, she was 
disappointed. She loved them enough to see them for who they were and to hurt when she knew 
their flaws would hurt them. She did not romanticize them because she did not have dreams of 
herself. She was a lovely train wreck, and her children were a part of her. 

In time, she would mourn. She would throw Valcogne’s laptop through the window. For 
corrupting her sons, violating her daughter, making loyalty an ultimatum and betrayal an 
inevitable, for leaving her no one to love as a woman, for leaving her alone in her final months... 
There was no one to ever have to apologize to when she screamed... There was no one she didn’t 
feel obligated to; she could no longer cry unashamed. She had no one to hold her, someone 
whose hug was warm and secure that she thought it was okay to pass at that moment. She cursed 
him. For him, for Logan, she would cry during the nights and pretend to live through the days. 
She would comfort Burgess. She would reassure Sevymas. But now, she would save Valen and 
Valera. 

Velestine found her son in the attic. Valen held his knees, rocking, hitting his head against 
the wall. Sculpted in gilded gold, an angel hovered above, pointing its spear. She approached her 
son, sitting at his side. He did not see her. He did not concretely know she was there. He felt a 
safe presence and instinctually, like a flower in the sunlight, wilted towards her, falling into her 
lap. She held him for a moment, placing her hand on his head as if transmitting her love, and 
sang: 

 
Valen, truest of my heirs 
Dancer in the violet pools 
Valen, blower of the airs 
Walk on every fool 
 
Why were you born so knowing? 
Why do you coo in riddles? 
Valen, your raven hair is crowing 
Your tongue quick like a fiddle 
 
Valen, truest of my heirs 
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Sail now, on heavenly airs 
 

Velestine and her son had a moment of silence. She then said: 
“Valera needs you. She should be awake by now.” 
“I couldn’t do it again.” 
“Those who do would feel broken for eternity. In this world and the next.” 
“I’m supposed to be a monster.” 
“Is Valera a monster?” 
“In ways.” 
Velestine laughed. “It’s time.” She pushed him up, propping him back against the wall. He 

got up and helped her to her feet. “Collect your sister, you’re leaving,” she continued. “You will 
go to Frielingclaw.” 

“Fine. When things settle–” 
“No, my love. Things have not changed. A Lazan will not socialize with witches.” 
“We don’t need people. We just need a house out of the way.” 
“I’ll rephrase. A Lazan will not live with witches. The Cualquery will hunt you down. And if 

you prove to still have essence, the Reginal will follow. And I already know your sister is quite 
the witch. Our politicians will not play games concerning half-breeds. They will go straight for 
the mob.” 

Valen shook his head. “We can’t leave. Juliette. She’s my friend. I think I love her.” He 
looked in part surprised, in part determined. Velestine smiled, trying not to patronize his youth. 

“You think?” she asked, knowing she had failed in seeming sympathetic. 
“I know we’ve just met. But I like her. And I can see more for us. For the first time–” 
“She doesn’t know you.” Velestine cupped her child’s face. “You can lock the beast in the 

dark. You can love her enough to convince yourself you are one side of yourself. But lies lose. A 
glimmer of truth will crack the façade.” 

“I think she can handle it.” 
“No, she can’t. I’ve met her. She does not fully understand the full scope of life. She needs a 

golden boy with a little edge, not a vile creature with a golden lining.” 
He slapped her hand away. “Some way to talk to your son.” 
“That’s how I talk to my Valen, because only to my Valen can I talk that way.” She laughed 

sincerely. 
And with his mother’s affection, the kind of affection only a mother could know a son like 

Valen would accept without deconstruction, analysis, and suspicion, he was deflated. He bowed 
his head, his shoulders sunk. She hugged him, kissed him on the forehead, then put her arm 
around him as they left. He would take Valera to the coordinates she specified, and they would 
forever leave Holly Tail if their lives were to be lived in peace. 



 

30 
 
 
Juliette and Sevymas understood the protocol of mundane media. A boy and a girl trapped in a 
room had an obligation to make confessions that led to a kiss, or at least the realization of love. 
The underpinning values determining the scenario were that distance from one’s problems, a 
private bubble for anxieties to settle, would allow love to flourish. Unfortunately, romance was 
not a priority for Juliette or Sevymas. She would not choose love over truth. He would not 
choose love over family. What man could forget her father and deserve her love? What woman 
worth loving could ignore the danger’s facing his mother? 

When the brick wall appeared in the doorway, Sevymas could not think through the 
problem. He knew this but tried to try. He waited for Juliette to discover an answer. She would 
be his brain; he would be her knight. She would crack the enigma before them, and he would 
save his mother. He watched her sitting quietly. He assured himself she would have an answer. 
She started shuffling the cards. He thought it must be a thinking device, something to focus her 
as she contemplated. When she started dealing herself a game of solitaire, he became frustrated. 

“Do you have a way out of here?” he asked, his perturbance poking through the superficially 
friendly tone. 

“If I did, don’t you think the situation would look a little different?” She flipped over a card. 
Ace of diamonds. She placed it at the top. 

“I need to get out of here.” 
“If your mother can’t handle it then you surely can’t, low rank Cualquery.” 
“I’m a Firing Dog.” 
Juliette laughed. “If I called you a dog, you would not take such pride in it. But men and their 

packs. Following in mindless tribes.” 
“The mindless tribes who keep you safe.” 
“If you think I’m safe because of you, then you’ve overestimated yourself. I’ve been hurt, and 

you were nowhere to be found. And if I looked for you, you wouldn’t have known what to do. 
Your mother saved my life. I’ve had to save myself. But you at best, could only find who 
threatened me after the deed was done. The world isn’t safer. You just help us kid ourselves into 
thinking so. We get to live like fools. And you get to walk around like you’re better than me.” 

“What is your problem with me? Because it ain’t with the Cualquery. Your father–” 
“What have you done to find his killer?” 
“I started an inquiry.” 
“And how come an officer hasn’t ever found me?” 
“You forged those damn notes. It will take time before people realize he’s dead, unless you 

wanted me to report you.” 
She had never tried to blame anyone besides the killer until now. She had never wondered 

about the greater system in place. She did not trust the Cualquery to investigate a Cornerstone 
Family. However, she never held the politics of elitism against its officers. She kept an abstract 
view of the situations and believed in justice. She saw the officers as misguided, not corrupt. 
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However, she now had Sevymas, always in uniform. He was so noble; yet so ineffectual. He was 
aggravating. 

She played her cards. He paced. He banged on windows. He stared at the wall. 
“Could you throw your mother in jail?” she asked, never looking up from her game. 
“It would hurt me. But yes. I have an obligation to the law even if I live with that regret for 

the rest of my life.” 
“Regret does not absolve anything.” 
“I know that. It’s not me you’re angry at. It’s the world.” 
She was about to slap down a seven of diamonds, but she stopped. She listened. 
“I get it,” he continued. “But here’s the thing. We don’t think we’re heroes. The Fighting 

Dogs, even those at higher ranks. We know we mess up. We feel helpless everyday. We say we 
protect people, but we see dead bodies in the alley. We find children with bruises hiding in their 
closets. We know we don’t do shit. We know the damage is done by the time we get there. 
People call us heroes. We smile to be nice. But we know it isn’t true. We are people doing the 
best we can, and that’s never enough when lives are at stake. I love that you criticize us. I love 
that you criticize me. You make me think about what needs to be done. And if anyone gets on 
you about it, you tell me. Because no one from a Fighting Dog to a Roaring Cerberus should act 
like they have it all figured out. My captain always says that a confident officer is one who 
doesn’t see the blood. And there’s always blood. But ask yourself what you could do that’s so 
different.” 

She looked at him. He truly was a hero. His humility gave her faith. But she still had an 
answer: “I would arrest the rich when they did wrong. I would arrest greedy politicians. I would 
arrest anyone regardless of their bank balance, social connections, or occupation. I would not let 
the head of one of the most important departments to our security be bribed into smuggling 
demons into our town.” 

“The Cualquery would never do that.” 
“The Cualquery is too small-time for that. But the Reginal would. And the Cualquery would 

fall in line to their superiors.” 
“What are you talking about? If you give me the proof, I will talk to my superiors.” 
“‘Justice does not have favorites; yet those favored call it justice.’ That’s something my father 

used to say. I still can’t figure out why he would encourage you to join the forces.” 
Sevymas did not understand this was a compliment. And as Juliette thought more rationally, 

she knew what she meant, how what she felt worked with what she knew. The officers were 
good people. They were believers. They were men and women of virtue. Unfortunately, good 
people in a corrupt system could only serve greed, often blindly. Her father knew this. The 
Cualquery would have arrested a man like Sheek if they could. They would not have defended 
him. Or maybe they would have? Maybe if he was their champion, their loyalty could have been 
purchased with charisma and impassioned speeches about heroism and order. The officers would 
have spat on her. Sevymas knew this. He knew a lot, but did he represent the typical officer? If 
he did not, then she understood her father. He saw Sevymas as the future. He believed this man 
was strong enough to survive the gantlet of initiations that came with systems and hierarchies. 
He thought Sevymas could work his way to the top without losing his virtue, without adapting 
his thinking and ways to find purpose in a system that was broken, to deny or minimize the flaws 
so one could still believe they were doing what they had set out to do, to save people. 

“Do you believe the Cualquery is Justice?” she asked. 
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“No. I believe Justice is an ideal we constantly have to strive for. We don’t hold it in our 
hands; we don’t keep it in chains. We reach for it. We become better so we can more fulfill its 
promise.” 

Juliette heard her father in him. The Dud really thought Sevymas would save Newton from 
its corruption. And he thought doing it from within the system was the key. This one man could 
change generations of mass consciousness. He could get men who had sacrificed themselves for a 
system they had convinced themselves worked to change their views of themselves and the world. 

“It’s easy putting muggers in jail,” she said. “It’s easy to know killers are bad guys and they 
should be punished. But if good people, people you knew meant well, did bad things, would you 
punish them?” 

“Absolutely.” 
“But what if they balance karma?” 
“We don’t believe in vigilantism.” 
She was not sure if she was talking about Valen or the officers and officials who would fight 

Sevymas for change. Sheek was his enemy. His friends may not be so loyal to his ambitions. If 
justice was a superior ideal, then Sevymas should have deduced that not just the enforcers but the 
law itself could not fulfill the intended virtue. Could Sevymas have killed Sheek? Valcogne? 
Logan? None of these men would have ever had their fates satisfy the mandate of Justice through 
a trial. These men would not have been arrested. The court of society would have provided a 
pitiful retribution. The men would have been shunned but with a few turns of phrase and 
enough donations, they would live richer than ever. The Cualquery would not turn against even 
the most flawed of systems. They would see their brothers not the greed. And the brotherhood 
would shut out anyone who did not prescribe to their way of life. Her father was correct. Change 
would come through the impossible: A man would have to befriend the system but not be 
changed by it. A man would have to love the system but not justify it. A man would have to 
become one with the system but still cut into it. Juliette found her humility. She knew better, but 
she could not have done better. And someone had to at least try. Someone had to keep one more 
person from becoming a victim, even if there were ten before. She honestly knew she would not 
have given her life for this. 

When she looked up, Sevymas was sitting. He smiled when her eyes met his. 
“You are a hero,” she said. “There’s no rule that heroes always win. They just care and keep 

trying.” 
“Well, you are my hero,” replied Sevymas. 
Juliette smiled but ultimately dismissed the comment as a nicety, etiquette. 
He cared for her. He believed Valen did not deserve her. But Sevymas would not realize he 

had fallen in love with her until days later, when he found his mind drifting back to this 
moment. For now, he resumed worrying about his family, and Juliette considered the remaining 
pieces to her puzzle. Why did Valcogne want power? Why would Logan help him? What magic 
did they intend to harness from a mixed race individual? These questions were related but not 
relevant to her father. His questionable murder had been punctuated with a period, and she still 
felt failure in her gut. For her sanity, she would let it go. However, next time she would fully 
solve her case. She would make darkness fear her. She would not let the goodness of naiveté, the 
selfishness of money, or the play of politics stand in her way. She did not want to be Velestine 
Roysch. She wanted her power. 

The brick wall disappeared. Sevymas ran out of the room. Juliette went home. 



 

31 
 
 
When she arrived at Creaky Manor, she visited Valera’s room. Valera was propped against the 
window, staring out the panes, once more in her black gown. 

“Hello, my name is Juliette Harbinger. This is my home.” She sat on the made bed. 
“My brother brought me here?” 
“Yes. If it’s okay, we can go downstairs and have some tea until someone comes for you.” 
“Can I make it?” 
“Well as a proper hostess...” 
“You don’t trust me.” 
“Valen trusts me with his secrets. So I trust him. He wants me to take care of you. And if 

making the tea is best for you, then so be it.” 
“Thank you.” Valera pushed herself from the wall and breezed past Juliette. 
The Harbinger Matriarch decided to wrap up one more loose end. She found a black tote 

and packed some items for her guest. She included a toothbrush, toothpaste, and deodorant. In 
her room, she carefully tore a packet of pages from the spine of her grimoire. Finding a black 
leather bookcase decorated with silver leaves, she placed the pages inside. 

“Fulfill my book. Take a simple look.” 
The pages attached themselves to the cover and blossomed into more and more pages until 

the diary was fully formed.  
“To Valera you belong. Never get her wrong.” 
On the first page she wrote: 
 

Dear Valera, 
 
There are some things only a woman can understand, regardless of how much a man may love us 
enough to want to explain. The greatest woman we can confide in is ourself. 
 
May this diary make you a friend with yourself, a confidant who will never talk back and 
always be there to listen. One who will always remain neutral even when we can’t help but 
judge. 
 
Best, 
Juliette Harbinger 

 
Juliette placed the book in the tote and went downstairs. She found Valera sitting on the front 
steps, a silver platter with the tea set at her side. Juliette took her seat on the opposite side and 
saw the tea had already steeped. Politeness dictated she wait for her guest to take the first sip, but 
she sensed she was the one being waited on. She tasted the raspberry tea, and Valera looked away 
from the trees to take up her own teacup and join her companion. 
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After a second cup, Valen pulled up the driveway. His sister stood to greet him, but he 
stumbled up the steps, into the house, and crashed onto the sofa in the living room. He gave a 
moan and his head dropped. Juliette got some blankets and covered him. She took Valera to the 
library to read a book, and she finished her room. 

As she stood before her bed, folding her father’s clothes into piles to be boxed, her phone 
buzzed. Sevymas had texted her. He was outside. She went downstairs, saw Valera reading on 
the floor at her brother’s side, and slipped out the door, hoping she did not notice. 

The sun was setting. Sevymas had one foot on the step and leaned over resting on his leg. 
His seriousness had aged him, maturing him with a weariness that made her feel at once safe and 
threatened. This man could defend her, but at what cost? 

“You want to say goodbye?” she asked, knowing this was not the case. 
“Where is he?” replied Sevymas. 
“He passed out. He’s sleeping it off, then he and Valera are on their way.” She spoke like she 

cared for him to know they were not staying. 
“My mother told me some things.” 
“But not everything.” 
“No. And I was naïve to expect her to trust me. She did lock me in a room after all.” 
“You will be head of your house some day. She has no daughters.” 
“She would have given it to Logan.” 
“Would have?” 
“He’s dead. My uncle’s dead. They were involved in killing your father.” 
“Why did they want Valera?” 
“I don’t know. Like you said, some scheme for some rare magic. For what? Who knows? The 

point is, Valen killed my brother. And he’s a Lazan. That monster killed my brother.” 
“That monster killed the men who murdered my father, your mentor.” 
Sevymas’s face softened with this realization. Juliette’s face had hardened. In one moment, he 

was the authority come to dictate terms; she was the one forced to comply. In the next instant, 
they had switched places. She had felt like she had to find some justification to avoid an 
altercation. Now, he felt like he had to find some rationalization for being angry. 

“It wasn’t justice, Juliette,” he said. 
“It was Justice. It just wasn’t the Cualquery’s brand of justice. And I promise I’m not being 

argumentative. Two men committed crimes they were never going to pay for in our justice 
system. So Valen created balance.” 

“You’re defending him?” 
“I don’t love him.” 
Sevymas finished his ascension of the steps and stood before her, his gaze hovering down as 

he looked for an explanation, finding hope spring into a need to know her extinguished feelings 
meant something more, something for him. “Go on,” he said. 

Juliette kissed him. He grabbed her between his hands, kissing her in return. She broke the 
lock, pulling away and gently using her hands to put his arms to his side. 

As an abstraction, she had said Life would take its karmic course around the wheel of actions 
and consequences. However, she could not help but partially agree with Sevymas. Valen’s 
vigilantism may have been the only resort, but there was an element to it that was wrong. It was 
right enough where he was not a murderer. He was an avenger. But it was wrong enough where 
it reflected a stain on his character. He was a self-made killer. An officer would have only killed 
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Valcogne or Logan in self-defense. Only society, their community, their history and traditions, 
should have condemned them to death. Evil becomes necessary when Virtue falls to corruption. 
Valen could not be championed as a hero. But he did not deserve to be imprisoned. He and his 
sister could live a quiet life away from Newton. She could help them then let go. 

Sevymas intuitively understood Juliette’s feelings. He felt them underneath her statement. 
However, seeing his brother dead, his mother so tired as the events had taken their toll, hearing a 
weakness creep into her voice that he had never heard before, hearing how the brother he 
tolerated for blood had slain the brother he had befriended, charged him through the door. He 
found Valen asleep, not noticing Valera. Hearing the plodding thuds as he marched in his boots, 
she erected. Sevymas grabbed the sleeping knight by the collar of his shirt and dragged him up. 
Valen’s eyes popped open. 

“Hello, brother,” said Valen. “A step behind as usual.” 
“You can’t get away with all of this,” replied Sevymas. 
“Well, arrest me then.” 
“Are you using our mother’s freedom, Juliette’s freedom, as a form of blackmail?” 
Valen’s eyes widened. Hearing his intentions spoken out loud made him regret them. He had 

dared his brother to take him to the authorities. He knew turning their loved ones into collateral 
sacrifices was impossible for both of them. He had taken for granted that both men knew they 
loved their mother and Juliette. However, Valen now heard the selfishness of his cold 
provocation. He had not meant to imply that the threat against their mother and Juliette was 
only felt on one side. He was not using it as a poker chip; he was sarcastically highlighting the 
obvious. No one was going to do anything. 

Sevymas released Valen to his feet. Valen looked to Juliette. She said: 
“You two really don’t understand each other very well.” She shook her head. “Boys, just blow 

off your steam already so we can get on with life.” 
Valen was so relieved Juliette had not taken his threat personally that he extended his hand to 

his brother. 
Sevymas shook his hand, then said: “But you still need to answer for your crimes. And as a 

member of the Cualquery who refuses to do his duty... that burden is on me. I, Officer Sevymas 
Roysch, fourth rank, challenge you, Valen Roysch, to a duel.” 

Valen snickered, spittle flying in Sevymas’s face. The chuckles mounted, the condescension 
audible. Sevymas reached back and threw a punch that sent his relation flying over the sofa. 
Valera’s eyes turned red, her skin ran pale. But before she could charge, golden flecks of light 
gathered in Sevymas’s hand; a sword appeared. He extended his arm, pointing his official blade 
at Valera. 

Juliette quickly weighed her morals. She was prepared to allow Valen and Valera a secure 
escape, but did she have the right to intervene with Sevymas? She thought Valen’s isolated 
existence was a fitting punishment. The duel seemed absurd, a guaranteed death when neither 
one deserved to die. However, she could not tell Sevymas what he thought would constitute 
justice. There was no agreed upon decorum for this event. 

Valen collected himself, staggering to his feet. He held his jaw, his eyes dark, his lips in a 
snarl. His eyes flashed red but settled to violet. 

“Alright, brother,” said Valen. “A duel.” 
Valera looked to Valen with a pleading expression. 
“Don’t worry,” was Valen’s reply. 
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Sevymas felt Juliette’s presence behind him, and he did not want to look at her. He knew 
seeing her could make him doubt himself and that would be his death, in heart and body. He 
regretted losing his temper. He wondered if he had lost her the same way his brother had. He 
admired her for not finding anything chivalrous in outbursts of violence. And now he had proven 
himself to be like his brother. 

Juliette was not this simple. She would not have equated the aggression of punching a smart 
alec who deemed himself untouchable with the wrath of plunging a sword through someone’s 
head. She was afraid of and yet sympathetic to Valen. She was perturbed with and yet 
sympathetic to Sevymas. The situation was impossible. She did not want anyone to judge her. 
She was taking it one moment at a time, and each moment seemed to contradict every 
conclusion she had previously reached. She could not expect better from anyone else, except 
maybe Valen. She had regarded him as being the smartest person in the room. Now, she was 
willing to take that superlative for herself. 

She had resolved that this duel should not take place. Whatever details concerning Sevymas’s 
rights seemed minor in the context of the overall situation, brothers fighting, one killing the 
other. The value of life trumped the value of justice. These men living was more important than 
them dying for an ideal. But she said nothing. Sevymas had already vowed a duel on his position 
in the Cualquery. If he backed down now he would have been ruined. 

Sevymas tucked his sword under his arm and left the house. He could not look at Juliette. 
She followed him, and they made their way to the front lawn. Sevymas stood in position, his 
sword held out in front of him, erected towards the sky. Valen spoke to Juliette in a whisper: 

“Will you grant me your love as a weapon?” 
Once again, Juliette was lost. When she saw Valen in her mind amongst the abstractions of 

ethics and theories, she did not love him. Seeing him before her, resolved into his cool, gentle 
way, she wanted to fall into him, to tell him they would find a way to be together. She wanted to 
comply to his request, but she could not hurt Sevymas. Was this her choice? Sevymas over Valen. 
Or was she trying to be as right as she could be in a predicament very wrong. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t think I can.” 
“You don’t think you love me?” 
“You don’t love me.” 
“I do. Looking at you right now, I know I do. I love you so much I’m not touching your face 

right now. Because I know you don’t want to hurt my brother. Normally, I wouldn’t have given 
two licks of a Recken Pop about how he felt. But I care because I know you do. And I’m not 
going to tear his head off for it. You care about him; you love me. So, I will care about him.” 

And now she knew they did not love each other. Sevymas loved her in the quiet. Valen loved 
her in the storm. In reality, standing before each other, looking at one another, she and Valen 
had an unrivaled passion. When there were mysteries and troubles and they hated society, they 
found common ground they called love. Unfortunately, there were not always going to be 
mysteries, and they had to live in the world. Their dream was to live alone together, and that 
dream could not become a goal. If their life was a fantasy, then so was their love. She felt a desire 
to stand by Sevymas. As a girl, she saw herself running away with Valen to eat exotic fruits and 
see mythical creatures. As the Matriarch of Harbinger, she imagined herself as the wife of 
Captain Roysch of the Cualquery. She saw their children. She saw Sheek in prison. She saw a 
world where not even Velestine Roysch, or the son standing before her, could kill without 
knowing their futures would fall into a void. 
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She kissed Valen on the cheek, nodded to Valera, and walked across her yard. She stood in 
direct line with Sevymas, her Firing Dog. He saw her clearly. He never broke his official stance, 
but he was charged with a feeling, a future to fight for. 

Valera approached Valen. He just looked to the empty space where Juliette had stood. She 
tapped him on the shoulder. 

“My love will have to do,” she said. 
He spun around her with a broad smirk. “A love returned is all I need.” This was true. He 

did not need a specific affection. He needed not to feel alone. As for his brother, he needed one 
person, and he had her. 

Valen spoke his spell: “A sword is drawn. Be my pawn. Formed in wind and sun, we will 
fight as one.” 

Valera held her throat, gurgling as she fell to her knees. She choked as the violet handle of a 
sword emerged from her mouth. Valen grasped his weapon and pulled the blade from his sister, 
his sheath. He took his place, back to back with Sevymas; Valera mirrored Juliette’s position, 
standing in line with her brother. Her throat was sore. She felt an odd satisfaction in her 
emptiness. Her essence had been given to serve her love, an external organ, a second heart, vital 
to her existence. 

Juliette invented the ritual’s initiation: “Essence of Time, Essence of Fate, prepare these two 
souls for their end. Essence of Truth, Essence of Mercy, guide a victory, your word is penned. 
They fight with their hearts, souls taken apart. May only light remain, searing every link on the 
chain. With a duel, there will be a cruel renewal.” 

As she spoke, she focused her essence on their swords. Her own words were a blessing for the 
proceedings, stirring an ancient magic that was eternal, surviving in bloodlines. As she uttered 
the last line, the official language for the ceremony, tradition erupted. The magic of all witches 
took an offering of essence from all present, manifesting an arena. A circular wall of earth and 
roots rose from the ground. At its battlements, torches blazed one by one with violet flames. 
When the last torches, the ones before the duelists, were lit. Sevymas and Valen paced ten steps. 
With the sharp pivot of their feet, they faced one another. The ground between them parted and 
a golden egg shot up, exploding in a vortex of light that hovered above, the sign for bloodshed to 
commence. 

Sevymas bolted under the spinning flare, charging ahead. Valen took his lighter from his 
pocket. With a flick, he unleashed a torrent of flames. Sevymas’s sword reverted to its light form 
and reemerged into the material of a shield. He pushed against the fire, feeling the flames lick 
his legs and hair as they raged over his defense. He pushed forward. Under his breath, he said: 

“Come on vines, make him pay for his crimes.” 
The spell was not eloquent, but vines did lash up from the earth, wrapping around Valen’s 

legs. Valen surrounded his body in a fiery aura, burning his binds. Sevymas took his opening, 
dashing for his brother, hurling punches. A hit to the face sent Valen falling back. A hit to the 
stomach doubled him over. Valen’s eyes turned red. He grabbed Sevymas by the ears and with a 
head butt sent the golden hero into a daze, stumbling back. His shield disintegrated. He felt a 
hollowness in his head. A warmth down his face. Touching his head, he saw blood on his 
fingertips. 

There was a flicker of joy and anger, one feeling for each brother, when the vines appeared. 
One felt a divine support from tapping into his love’s essence, the earth. The other felt a rage as 
that spirit had not supported him and even turned against him. Juliette did not realize this 
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contribution was hers. She had become Sevymas’s Gladius, supporter of the duelist. 
As Valen took each blow, he tapped into the Lazan-tainted essence of his own Gladius, his 

sister. He found a strength that weakened the pain of each punch. His vision became sharper, 
quicker. He grabbed the next pummeling fist, snapping it back. Sevymas screamed and fell to the 
ground. Valen licked his lips as he leisurely walked over to the lighter he had dropped. He 
flicked it, but only a tamed flame alighted. Tapping into his Lazan potential had suppressed his 
essence. His Lazan transformation was a denial of the magic passed down from his mother. He 
was not a Roysch. He was not Velestine’s son. He had no mother. Darkness was his father. He 
dropped the lighter and looked to his sister. She was so calm. What would she know of his 
feelings. He needed Juliette. Sevymas was moaning, rolling on the ground. This was his fault. 

Valen’s skin went pale as the red in his eyes glowed. All of his problems would be gone if 
Sevymas just died. He would be free. He would take Valera and Juliette, and they would go some 
place to heal, to find peace. They just had to obliterate this one last obstacle, this man who was 
no brother to him. 

Valen picked up the second object he had dropped, his sword. He stood over Sevymas, but 
the fallen officer kicked his leg over the ground, swiping Valen’s legs from under him. Sevymas 
grunted, his face turning red as veins crept up his neck, strangling every iota of strength from his 
cells to energize his attack. He used the last of his draining essence to summon his sword. He 
held it in his uninjured hand, driving the blade at his brother. Valen saw the shooting sword with 
a slowness that should have meant reality was under his command. But he moved with the same 
sluggishness. So assured in his victory, this turn of agency, his return to victimhood, triggered his 
humanity. His inner beast had lost. He did not reach for Valera; he groped in the chasm of his 
spirit for Juliette. 

The ground under Sevymas fell through in a landslide of dirt. He dropped his sword, 
clinging to the ground, trying to pull himself out of the hole that now closed around his waist. 
Valen sprung up and ran for Juliette. Sevymas felt the world fall to doom. 

“Juliette! Run!” he screamed. 
Juliette saw Valen run for her, but the moment was so unusual, so implausible, that she did 

not fully accept its reality. She blinked and he was in front of her, grabbing her, smiling as he 
kissed her. She had come to him; now, he went to her. 

“Goodbye, my love,” he said. And in a puff of smoke, he was gone. He reappeared across the 
field. He took Valera’s hand, and in another cloud, they were gone. 

Juliette was in the night breeze. Her thoughts were suspended in disbelief. She heard 
Sevymas struggle. He needed her. She said the official closing words: 

“All glories are bitter. Choose a victor.” 
In flickering golden light, every vestige of magic disappeared. Sevymas lay on the ground. 

His wrist was healed, but he breathed deeply, a cold sweat numbing him. Juliette sat on the 
ground and pulled Sevymas toward her. He shuffled his feet to aid her and collapsed on her lap. 
He laughed. He smelled her perfume, sweet with body. He felt her soft skin against his face. 

“I love you,” he said. His vision blurred. He saw her lips move but did not hear the words. 
He closed his eyes. Blackout. 



 

32 
 
 
Sevymas awoke staring at a ceiling of red and white stripes. Looking around, he saw the walls of 
the tent. He was lying on a plush duvet over a foam pallet. A knitted blanket covered him. 
Juliette slept next to him, a diary at her side. Orbs of tiny emerald lights surrounded them. 
Peeking outside the tent, he saw them floating, coxlilias, magical beetles. 

He looked to Juliette’s book. It seemed thicker than most diaries he had seen girls carry 
around. Also, it was about three inches longer. He was no longer sure if it was a recording of her 
intimate thoughts or just her nightstand novel. This was more of a justification on his part. He 
mostly knew it had personal value, but he wanted an excuse to act on his curiosity. He took up 
the tome and was careful to open the pages without rustling them. He gasped, letting out a very 
immature holler, as a cat jumped out of the pages, sitting on the book in his lap. The cat was 
white with violet spots, its eyes flecks of red and blue. The cat went to Juliette, licking her face. 
Juliette stirred. 

“Hi, Tonks,” she said groggily. She lifted her head and peeked at him. “I liked you better 
before. This is so gaudy.” She scooped him in her arms and fell back asleep. 

Sevymas was frozen, like absolute stillness could have made him invisible. Once she settled, 
he replaced the book without looking at its contents and went back to sleep. He promised 
himself to just be happy with the blessing he had. 

Juliette awoke at sunrise. She and Tonks returned to the house. She would make cereal, feed 
Tonks, then finish the master suite today. Then she planned to ponder how to transition her 
status as matriarch into public consciousness. However, there was a newspaper at the door, a 
letter on top, sealed in violet wax and pressed with the Roysch seal. 

She read the note: 
 

Dear Juliette, 
 
I had intended for your father to take care of my sons, but it seems I will be watching over you. 
Please don’t make it difficult. 
 
Valen told me you only eat cereal. A driver will be around at eight to take you grocery shopping. 
Sevymas makes wonderful omelets. Give me a copy of your receipt and ideally, send a picture of 
the meal. He makes eggs seem very pretty. 
 
Best, 
Velestine 
 
P.S. Dinner is at 7. 
 

Juliette inspected the newspaper. On the front page read the headline, “KEY SOLICITOR 
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DEAD.” She read the article. Her father had apparently died from a heart attack while out of 
town on business. 

Juliette was relieved. It was good to have elite friends. She filled with an excitement though 
at another prospect. If she married Sevymas, she would inherit her share of the Roysch’s 
ancestral essence on behalf of her daughters. Not even Velestine had learned the secret to 
immortality. 

With an added sprightliness to her step, Juliette ate her cereal at the kitchen counter as 
Tonks lapped up milk from a bowl. Afterwards, the dud matriarch prepared to head out into 
Newton to greet her fellow citizens. 



RESOURCES 
 

Juliette Harbinger: The Series 
www.EnchantedCipher.info/julietteharbingerseries 

 
The Works of Michael R.E. Adams 

www.EnchantedCipher.info/mreadams 
 
 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 
 

MICHAEL R.E. ADAMS writes stories in the fantasy tradition. He completed his 
undergraduate studies in English at Georgetown University and his graduate studies in 
English/Writing at Mills College. 


