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When Voncile summoned Death she had no idea what form it would take or how it would present itself to her. But her heart swelled with the knowledge that she, Voncile Eloise Darling, had managed to not only read Grandmere’s spell book but interpret it and perform the rite necessary to acquire such power. Oh, such power! Voncile had never been much of a student—never one to enjoy reading—but she knew enough to get by without being tee-totally embarrassed. She knew enough to do what needed to be done. And indeed, it was done.   

The fire spat and snapped and warmed her face and bare arms.  It was a chilly night, and the Mississippi River flowed cold and dark only a hundred feet away. This was certainly a place of power out here by the water. Her ears searched for some noise, something to confirm that all had gone as planned tonight, but she heard nothing. She saw nothing. Yet, she knew deep inside that she would return home imbued with the power she so desperately sought. 

Suddenly, a furious wind blew through the isolated grove of pecan trees; it wrapped invisible arms around her as if to assure her that all was indeed well. Little did she know, for how could such a simple mind perceive such a thing that he had come to claim her. To claim that essence of her for which she had no regard: her soul. All Voncile knew was that the wind was blowing and her arms were raised and that she felt confident, happy. The happiest she had been in a long time. Voncile’s mind whirred with the possibilities. She had done everything correctly down to the smallest detail, from the color of the bird she’d offered to the arrangement of the sticks on the fire. Grandmere’s book had been very specific about all these details. She had been obedient and the invisible forces of this world, namely Death, had to obey her. She collected the leather-bound book that she’d spread open on the dried stump and scattered the ashes of the dwindling fire. Time to go home. Time to get back before Manila discovered her missing. 

Her sister would never approve of such activities. 

Manila was a devout woman, so devout that one could barely hold a conversation with her. She fasted food several days a week—Voncile always believed she was too much of a religious zealot, but she always shrugged and let her do whatever it was she wanted to do. If she wanted to starve herself to death, it would be no skin off my nose. No, Manila was too devout for Voncile’s taste. But here was the question: if Manila was so devout, why then had she kept Grandmere’s book? She’d kept it in her possession all this time and as far as Voncile knew Manila had never even cracked the book open. Not even to read it.

Or maybe she had. Maybe she had been studying the book secretly, maybe that was why she never wanted to share it with Voncile but she’d taken it. Voncile Eloise Darling had claimed the book for her own. Grandmere would want her to read it, to consume it. It was her inheritance, that and the Darling fortune. 

The power. That must be the answer. She smiled to herself and thought that deep down inside Manila must possess as dark and twisting a soul as Voncile’s own. Voncile snorted at the thought of Manila actually using the book. If that had been her plan, to muster up the courage to access the power of the book, she was too late. Voncile owned the book now; she was its possessor. Grandmere always warned her not to open it without her permission. Whenever she brought the book out she would say, “This book only has one master. Only one.” How Voncile loved rubbing the worn cover and recalling those long ago moments. She missed her Grandmere with all her heart and soul. She alone had understood Voncile’s curiosity about spiritual things. She had taught her so many things but never how to read the book. She’d only say, “One day. One day you will know everything.” Grandmere had not kept her promise. She died too quickly to impart that information. 

Footsteps thumped behind Voncile as if someone ran across the partially hidden path behind her. But there was no one there. Who would be out in the cold except Voncile?

The young woman moved swiftly through the sliver of woods that separated the grove from Laurie House. What a pompous name, Laurie House. The small mansion wasn’t much to look at. Not anymore. Not with its rotten boards and faded paint. It wasn’t even their true family home. Their father lost their home in the War Between the States; a rogue group of plundering rebels had burned it to the ground when Mr. Darling refused to hand over the remainder of his scant savings. She could barely stand to remember that night. But once in a while when Voncile least expected it, she would relive the whole terrible event in her dreams. How she hated those horrible dreams. Hearing her father scream for help, hiding in the trees with her sister as the house burned to the ground. She’d felt powerless to stop any of it—but not anymore. She shook the memory away and walked with her back straight, proud that she finally held the power. 

No longer powerless. No more memories of that night! 

The Darling twins had inherited the drafty, pretentiously named Laurie House after their grandmother—Rochelle Darling’s passing. At least they had this, but it wasn’t a grand place. Furniture was sparse and all the pieces were too dated to let anyone step inside.

Voncile could not bear the thought of inviting Jubal to Laurie House. Imagine asking him to take a seat on the moth-eaten couch or sip from the chipped china cups?  “Oh, too embarrassing to imagine”, Voncile thought as she walked up the stark, white, sandy path that led to her hated home. But truth be told, it wasn’t much worse than any other house in the county. All of the grand old homes once grand and expansive were now falling apart. Useless empty shells of the past they were but Voncile could remember grander days.

As she approached the Laurie House she could see a candle burning upstairs, but it didn’t alarm her. Manila rose frequently during the night to pray. Voncile didn’t care if Manila wore her knees out praying for her. “It wouldn’t do her any good”, she laughed. 

Grandmere informed both young women long ago, back when they were small and still believed every word that came out of Grandmere’s mouth, that the Darling family was cursed from top to bottom. Yes, Voncile had believed the old woman and accepted her declaration as fact, but Manila had been inspired do the opposite. She rejected such things and even at age six or seven, Manila’s sole goal in life was to break the curse and free the family from any force that worked against them. As far as Voncile believed, Manila’s prayers had availed little. In fact, Voncile felt confident that she could make the case that Manila’s devotion had only worsened the Darling Family Curse, as she privately referred to it. 

As far as curses went, Voncile considered this to be quite a strong one. Grandmere died not long after divulging this information. The old woman choked to death on a chicken bone. Manila’s own beau, Roland Welford, had been accidentally shot by someone in his own unit just as the war was ending not five years ago. And then there was the fact that their mother abandoned them when the twins were only four years old. Not too long after their father died. But that had been so long ago, so Voncile never thought about them much. She secretly wished her mother would have been kind enough to take Manila with them. Except for their jet-black hair and shiny black eyes, the two hardly had anything in common. Not at all except for perhaps Manila was friendly and despite Roland’s loss had no friends; she never wanted any. The only other person Voncile considered worthy of her time was Jubal Drake. 

Beautiful, lion-like Jubal Drake with his crown of beautiful bright hair, turquoise eyes and chiseled chin. Jubal was everything she ever wanted in a husband, and for a while, they had enjoyed one another’s company. Things had progressed so easily. Voncile did not have to struggle to have a conversation with him. He had some slight injuries from the war. His hands were covered in burns, but all else of him was perfect. Or so she gathered. The two met at a church social, an event that Manila coerced her into attending. Jubal had kindly brought the sisters two cups of lemonade and stayed to speak of birds and flowers and other such poetic nonsense. Voncile cared nothing for those things except that they fell off Jubal’s lips. She’d quite forgotten Manila’s presence after a few minutes. 

“See, Voncile? There are good, nice people in this county, Jubal Drake being one of them. Aren’t you glad you came?” Manila spoke cheerfully as they rode home from the church that evening. “But you must meet Jubal’s cousin, Caleb. It’s true that Caleb is not as handsome as Jubal, but he is smart and witty. I think you will find him amusing, sister. There are so few young men these days in the county. And fewer still with the mill burning down.”

“I do not want to meet his cousin. I like having only a few friends. I think I can manage having just a few. You and Jubal will do nicely,” Voncile smiled at her briefly as she turned her attention to the open carriage window. Mosquitoes hovered around her face, but she paid them no attention. 

Manila’s face quivered and she licked her lips nervously, “We must be sure to keep up the good reputation of our family, Voncile. The worst thing that can happen is for us to behave poorly; you must not be too...determined. And you know, I think that Mr. Drake’s cousin would be better suited for you. He has a fine home, Vonnie. You would make a good match. We have plenty of money, and you are not unattractive when you try a little.” Voncile ignored her sister’s attempts at scheming and put her mind back on her objective: Jubal Drake. Manila shed a few tears, heaven knows why. Perhaps for her lost beau, Voncile guessed, and they rode home the rest of the way in silence. 

Voncile did not bother telling Manila that she had already made up her mind to have Jubal Drake as her husband. She would tell her though, when she felt it appropriate. In Voncile’s mind, it had all been decided. Before that fateful day, she had no intention of marrying anyone. Ever. But that was before she laid eyes on Jubal Drake, the man of her dreams. Him she would have, even if she were far wealthier than him.

For some time, Voncile attended all church services and had many occasions to exchange pleasantries with Jubal, although his sister Hattie Drake clearly had taken a dislike to her. How could a man as beautiful as Jubal have such a plain, horse-faced sister? He even asked permission to come call on her and her sister, which she politely declined making one excuse and then another. He had been persistent in the beginning, and that had pleased her greatly; so much so that she nearly consented to his coming to
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