
        
            
                
            
        

     
This one is for Sophie



 
JULIE’S GRIMOIRE
SATURDAY, DECEMBER 18th.
HO, HO, HO. 
Mom is grumpy and it has to do with my newfound romantic life. Ugh.
I’m not sure what’s supposed to happen when you’re dating someone you’ve known since you were little. I mean, I’d actually seen Marcus Guffman in his Spider-Man underpants when he was eight – that was the same year he gave me chickenpox. Mom used some basic witchcraft and cleared the disgusting scabs up with a balm comprised of blessed oils and no shortage of vile smelling ointments, so I wasn’t horribly traumatized by those two events. And on the subject of trauma, Marcus doesn’t seem to be shell-shocked by much these days given that he came within a whisker of dying just a few short weeks ago.
He’d witnessed a supernatural attack that ripped Mom’s soul right out of her body in the bathroom at school and he shielded me from poltergeist-fueled debris that was smashing into me during an assassination attempt on the C-Train. He even ploughed his skinny frame into Marla Lavik, my former girlfriend who has thankfully transferred out of Crescent Ridge High School. She should never have summoned the spirit of Matthew Hopkins, the Witchfinder General from the 1600s, because he took over her body and her mind. We battled it out in a life-or-death duel at the Calgary Rugby Stadium, and Marcus bore the brunt of a death curse that was aimed squarely at me.
I wonder if he still wears Spider-Man underpants and if so, do they make a person brave enough to want to hang out with a chick that attracts supernatural craziness like a bucket of chum attracts a great white shark? If they do, I am so getting a dresser drawer full of them – maybe they’ll give me an edge.
Julie Richardson – Shadowcull.
I wonder if I should get business cards?
Dad was a Shadowcull and someone had him killed; only it was a setup. I’m glad to be reconnecting with him seeing as how I basically don’t know the guy. I’ll take hanging with his ghost over not having him at all but I’m still in the dark about being this mysterious dispenser of coven justice. He’s showing me the ropes and I’m going to find his killer. That’s a promise I’ve made to Dad and to me.
Mom is even more overprotective than she was before I took my dad’s place. There’s an air of tension in the house these days that’s so thick you need a welder’s torch to cut through it. This is not helped, by the way, when you’ve got a Great Dane clumping around the house.
That it’s a talking dog took a bit of getting used to, but that enormous mutt is host to a spirit named Betty and she’s my protector as well as my familiar.
I’ve decided that my entire existence is somewhere between a freak show and a 3D movie with explosions, the living dead and the very real prospect of my getting killed. Still, I’ve got a boyfriend who thinks the sun rises and sets on me so that has to account for something. My life is pretty good right now but that can change in a heartbeat. After what happened to Mom, every day is an “anything can happen” day.
Let’s see what this day brings…



 
CHAPTER 1
 
I stood in front of the bathroom mirror and carefully applied a light coat of mascara to my eyelashes. I’m not a huge fan of make-up and, unlike most of the girls at Crescent Ridge High School, I think that less is more when it comes to cosmetics. I had precisely thirty minutes to meet Marcus at the Southland C-Train platform because tonight being a Saturday meant that it was date night and we were going to see a movie. Yeah, no wheels yet. We have graduated licensing where I live and even if we didn’t, Marcus would ride a bike because he’s all about stopping climate change. Me? I’d be happy if he owned a clunker, but I’m not going to tell him that.
I’d just finished my left eye when Mom’s head appeared in the doorway.
“We need to talk,” she said flatly.
I slipped the applicator back into the tube and tried not to grind my teeth together, because I already knew the topic du jour – Marcus.
“Talk away,” I said casually. “But make it fast, because I gotta jet.”
Mom leaned against the doorframe and folded her arms across her chest. She hadn’t pinned her hair back into a bun like she normally does and it hung heavily down to her waist. “Alright,” she said in an unusually measured tone of voice. “Betty and I…”
“What did I do wrong now?” I groaned. “I finished my calculus homework and the exercises you gave me… did I blow one or something?”
I’d barely finished my sentence when I heard the Great Dane limping down the hallway. Betty’s host hadn’t been well since the day the enormous dog arrived on my doorstep and I wondered just how much physical cost there was to having your body snatched by an immortal entity. In seconds the giant dog’s head appeared in the doorway next to my mother. “You have done nothing wrong,” Betty the dog rumbled. “But there are some factors about your new life that you need to consider, young lady.”
I spun around on my heels and hopped onto the counter. “Just so we’re clear, I’ve totally anticipated what you’re both going to say and the answer is no.”
Mom’s eyes narrowed. “Julie, you don’t know how lucky you are to have such a great friend in Marcus…”
“Boyfriend,” I interrupted. “Marcus and I are seeing each other.”
“And that’s why you need to think closely about the danger he faces by being your boyfriend,” said Betty. “The boy very nearly died during your duel with the Witchfinder General. You’re a Shadowcull now. This is about something bigger than your personal desires.”
Personal desires? Jeez, Marcus was the first boyfriend I’d ever had. We’d only been going together for a matter of weeks!
I flashed a fiery glare at both of them. Marcus had been at my side from the moment a poltergeist manifested in Mrs Gilbert’s house; he’d stood by me when I met the ghost of my dead father and he’d helped me fight a Matthew Hopkins-possessed Marla Lavik. He knew the risks and it wasn’t like I hadn’t asked him to head back to the safety of home. What Mom and Betty weren’t seeing was that Marcus had insisted that he remain by my side throughout.
And didn’t I deserve to have a freaking love life? I’m fifteen for crying out loud! Teenagers date, it’s what we do. I eyeballed my mother closely, half-expecting her look of parental concern to morph into her, “I am the master and you’re the apprentice” face. Instead she gave me a sympathetic half-smile.
“Here’s what’s not making an ounce of sense,” I said, as I pushed between the pair and stomped down the hallway to my bedroom. “This is all about the whole Shadowcull thing, I get that. But how come you got to have someone in your life that you loved and I don’t? That’s totally unfair, Mom, and you freaking know it!”
I felt a flurry of magical energy and then my bedroom door slammed shut less than an inch from my face. Supernatural force tingled in the air as I turned to face my mother. Her eyes narrowed sharply and she said, “I lost him, remember? We lost him. And I never said I was against you dating, but you need to consider the best way to keep him safe, Julie.”
What I said next was bitter and unforgivable and one of those vile things that you probably spend the rest of your life wishing you could take back.
“Well maybe you didn’t do enough to keep Dad safe,” I said coldly. “That’s a mistake I’ll never make with Marcus.”
I actually cringed the moment the words flew out of my mouth, half-expecting to wind up on the receiving end of either a slap in the face or worse, a fiery outburst that included the word “grounded”. Instead, Mom shifted her gaze to the floor and she seemed to shrink a little. Betty emitted a loud sniff and then limped back down the stairs.
“Damn it… Look, Mom, I didn’t mean that,” I said realizing that I’d stepped over the line. Scratch that. I’d pole-vaulted over it.
“Yes, you did, Julie,” she replied. “When you get older, you’re going to realize that sometimes the things you say can be just as devastating as the worst kind of magical attack. You’re right, though. I couldn’t protect your father and not a day goes by when I don’t blame myself for what happened. That’s why it’s so important for you to think about whether this is even the best time for you to be seeing someone, particularly someone who isn’t a witch.”
I walked over to Mom and put my arms around her. It was one of the few times she’d opened up about how Dad’s death had impacted her life, and I felt like the biggest shit in human history for what I’d said.
“I’m so sorry, Mom. I didn’t think about–”
“It’s alright,” she interrupted. “But you need to understand that I’m not just concerned about Marcus; I’m also worried about you if something happens to him. You’re too young to carry that kind of pain inside your heart. It changes you, Julie. It… it changed me.”
“I know, but in a way Dad never left you. I mean, sure, he’s a spirit and he could easily cross over if he wanted to, but he’s waiting for you, Mom. He told me that.”
She hugged me back and said, “This is a really weird conversation, sweetheart. I should be glad you have a boyfriend and that you’re dating, but we’re not the same as everyone else. The rules are different for our kind.”
I blinked. “So, what are you saying… That I should be matched with another witch or something? I’m totally not down with any kind of arranged marriage stuff. We don’t do that… Do we?”
She shook her head. “No, but it’s generally understood that a witch will pair up with another witch at some point. And besides, you’re not getting married any time soon, so it really doesn’t matter. But you need to understand that there could be serious consequences if you continue to see Marcus. This isn’t the same thing as the two of you going off on a magical adventure. I’m only trying to tell you this because you truly don’t know what kinds of dangers are out there when you’re a Shadowcull. Servo Parvulus – protect the child, remember that? I’ve spent my life training you for when you’d take your father’s place. I’ve kept out of the covens to spare you from becoming someone else entirely. That’s what happens when you’re another witch’s adept.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “I know that’s the reason for everything you’ve ever done, Mom. But now I’ve got you and Dad to guide me, not to mention Betty’s help.”
She took my hand and gave it a firm squeeze. “Julie, I can’t stop you from seeing Marcus because you’ll go ahead and see him regardless of what I tell you. If you truly love him as you say then you’ll do the right thing and at least take steps to minimize the risk. And maybe there’s something I can do too.”
“Such as?” I asked.
Mom brushed past me and headed down the stairs. “Extra steps to keep you safe, protective spells… And a family meeting. We’ll head up to the cemetery one evening this week and talk to your father about it.”
Perfect. It’s bad enough when one of your parents isn’t crazy about your having a boyfriend, but it’s another thing entirely when the other parent is dead. I decided that it would be interesting to hear my father’s take on the topic of Marcus.
I could only hope that he’d side with me.



 
CHAPTER 2
 
It was pretty clear that Mom had been stewing over my relationship with Marcus ever since she got out of the hospital. But she’d known from the day I was born that I would one day take my father’s place. It sure explained why she’d adopted a siege mentality when it came to protecting me. But it would have been really freaking nice if she’d told me about all this Shadowcull stuff before I nearly got killed.
But hey, I’m not bitter.
At least not as bitter as the cold front that had swept into town over the past few days. I trudged through ankle-deep snow for five blocks as I made my way to the C-Train station. A chill wind was blowing hard into my face causing my eyes to water and I hoped like hell I wasn’t going to look like a racoon by the time I met up with Marcus. After about fifteen minutes of ploughing through small snowdrifts on the sidewalks I made it to Southland Station, so I kicked the snow off my boots and pushed my way in through the main doors. I glanced up at the clock as I slipped some change into the ticket dispenser and the machine spat out my ticket, then I grabbed it and headed down the slush-covered escalator that led to the train platform. Waiting for me at the bottom of the escalator was Marcus and his eyes lit up the moment he saw me.
“We’re still going to see robot-uprising-movie, number thirty-five, right?” he said as he draped lanky arms around me and gave me a soft kiss. His lips were cold so he must have just come inside from the platform.
I kissed him back. “You bet. You’re the only guy I know who keeps a numerical record of robot uprising movies he’s seen, and besides: I’m not really into flicks about emo high school girls and their vampire stalkers. Give me explosions and the sound of grinding metal any day.”
“Cool beans,” he replied. “Oh… Uh, are you wearing your copper band thingy? Because I think you might want to check something out.”
I held up my right arm and pulled the sleeve down on my jacket to reveal my Shadowcull’s band fit snugly over my wrist. “What kind of something?” I asked warily.
Marcus held open the door and pointed to a solitary figure standing near the edge of the train platform. “Over there. He hasn’t moved an inch for fifteen minutes.”
I raised my eyebrows. “That’s Mike Olsen. What are you saying; that he literally hasn’t even twitched just once?”
Marcus nodded. “Yup. I was going to ask him if he was alright, but you know our history. With my luck, he’d try to give me a wedgie.”
I looked at Mike closely. He was the star defensive back for Crescent Ridge High School’s football team and when he wasn’t sacking quarterbacks he made it his life’s work to pick on lesser mortals like Marcus. Only a few short weeks ago, Mike Olsen was the bane of Marcus’s existence. But ever since Marcus faced a handful of near-death experiences, during my run-in with a Matthew Hopkins-possessed Marla Lavik, he’d grown a pair and Mike knew it. Still, that didn’t mean that Mike was below catcalling Marcus from time to time in the hallways of Crescent Ridge High; he’d just realized there was a line he shouldn’t cross because Marcus literally put the fear of God into him as he looked into Mike’s eyes and threatened to end him. Mike got the message and ever since that day, an uneasy truce has existed between them. That or it’s some kind of weird-ass bromance-combined-with-grudging-respect thing that only guys understand. Who knows?
Mike and I have had a couple of run-ins, usually when I’m defending Marcus and the meathead suspects something isn’t entirely right with me. He was dressed only in a hoodie and a pair of jeans, not exactly the best thing to wear when it’s twenty below outside and the wind chill can freeze exposed skin in less than five minutes. His feet were perched a few inches over the edge of the platform and his head hung limply as a frigid gust of wind blew up the back of his hoodie.
I exhaled heavily and said, “Well maybe he’s whacked out on something. He seriously hasn’t moved at all?”
Marcus shook his head. “Nope. Nada. Total zombie.”
“Damn… When does the train get here?”
“In about five minutes,” Marcus replied. “What are you thinking?”
“I think he’s probably stoned,” I said flatly. “And he’s standing in front of the yellow line so if a train comes he’s going to get his sorry ass clipped. I hate to say it, Marcus, but we need to reel him in. Maybe you might want to sit this one out. There might be a truce between you two, but Mike Olsen is trouble with a capital ‘T’.”
“And miss out on you possibly flipping into superhero mode?” he said with a loud snort. “Not on your life. Let’s go get him.”
I nodded as we walked up to the end of the platform, the snow crunching loudly beneath our boots.
“Mike,” I said in a firm voice. “Get back from the edge of the platform, you dumbass, or they’ll be scraping what’s left of you off the front of the train.”
There was no response. I walked up beside him and noticed that his eyes were fixed on the train tracks beneath the platform.
“Mike!” I said again, this time giving his hoodie a strong tug. “Wakie-wakie.”
Marcus threw me a worried look. “Um… Julie? I think something else is at work here.”
I cocked an eyebrow. “With my luck you’re probably right. What’s your theory?”
Marcus glanced at his watch. “We’re at the train station and Mike has wheels. When have you ever known Mike Olson to use public transportation when the guy drives a freaking pimped up Audi?”
Rats. Marcus was right. I slipped my amulet into the recess atop my Shadowcull’s band and instantly could feel the hum of my magic begin to do its work. I took a deep breath as I turned to face Mike and whispered, “Reveal.”
Hundreds of tiny arcs of magical energy flickered all around me the moment I opened my eyes, so I intensified my focus. I gazed at Mike and nearly lost my lunch at what my Sight revealed – his entire body was shrouded in a film of maggots. Thousands upon thousands of them wriggled and wormed their way along the sides of his face, falling down in clumps onto his shoulders and then dropping onto the snow. Only they weren’t real maggots, that much I figured out by the fact that each disgusting little larvae was nearly transparent. The sharp stench of malice filled my nostrils as a thick fog of inky magical energy pooled around Mike Olsen’s feet. It bubbled and frothed like a stock pot that has been left on the stove too long, dripping over the edge of the platform and onto the tracks below.
“The train will be here in less than two minutes,” said Marcus as he glanced at his watch again. “What gives?”
I gazed down the tracks to see the headlights of the C-Train flickering through a haze of falling snow, so I reached out with a gloved hand and grabbed a handful of Mike’s hoodie as I forced down a wave of nausea. The maggots began squirming furiously as they came into contact with my gloves. In seconds they began to spread across my fingertips and it was everything I could do to stop myself hurling up my lunch. I had to move fast, so I pulled with all my strength, trying desperately to yank Mike Olsen away from the edge of the platform, but it was as if his feet were encased in cement. He simply wouldn’t budge.
“Give me a hand with him, Marcus, he’s under magical attack and he’ll be toast if we can’t get him away from the edge of the platform!”
Marcus didn’t waste any time as he leaned into Mike’s side and started shoving. “Jesus,” he gasped as his feet skidded in the snow while he pushed. “The guy is a freaking brick wall.”
I could feel the vibration of the approaching train and I glanced down the tracks. I quickly realized there wasn’t a chance in hell that we were going to pull Mike away from the edge of the platform without a little help. The small handful of bystanders on the platform weren’t paying us any attention, but that would change the minute I started slinging magic around. I’d wind up in a ton of trouble with my mother when she found out, but Mike Olsen’s life was at stake so I drew on my spirit and pointed to a power box about a hundred yards down the tracks.
“Hexus!” I whispered, as a surge of invisible force flew out of my hand, smashing into the power box like a battering ram. There was a small explosion as a shower of sparks flew across the tracks amid a thick blue cloud of smoke. I glanced down the tracks and saw the headlights of the oncoming train flicker for a short moment followed by the deafening scream of metal on metal. Bright orange sparks spilled out from either side of the train and bounced off the snow as its wheels locked up. I leaned into Mike again and pushed with all my strength, gritting my teeth together the entire time.
“That train is still coming,” Marcus groaned as he leaned into Mike. “I don’t know if it’s going to stop before it reaches the platform.”
I glanced over my shoulder to see the train screeching down the tracks, less than a hundred yards away. I had to do something, anything, to get Mike Olsen back from the edge of the platform otherwise he wouldn’t be the only one to be ground into C-Train hamburger. I placed both of my gloved hands on Mike’s ghost maggot-covered cheeks. I swallowed back the bile that I could now taste in the back of my throat and wrenched Mike’s head so that I could look into his eyes. I didn’t know what kind of dark spell had attacked him, but I knew enough to realize that his brain needed a sharp jolt – something that would cause a spasm in his central nervous system. If I could send enough juice into his brain, there was still a chance that the spasm would help to push him away from the oncoming train.
“Stand back, Marcus,” I said sharply. I drew once more on my spirit as I gathered my magic into a tight ball of energy and stared hard into Mike’s eyes.
“I’m clear!”
I dug my fingers into Mike’s cheeks and snarled, “Hexus!”
A small burst of supernatural energy surged through my hands and Mike’s neck snapped back. As if he could read my mind, Marcus threw himself into Mike, driving both Mike and I back from the edge of the platform just as the C-Train screeched past. The air smelled of hot metal as I opened my eyes and quickly got back to my feet. I looked down at Mike, who’d managed to raise himself up onto his elbows.
“Where am I?” he whispered weakly.
“C-Train station,” said Marcus, who stooped over and offered his hand to Mike.
“But I was home,” Mike said, clearly dazed. “I was using my PlayStation.”
Once again I raised my Sight and gave Mike Olsen a quick scan. The magical aura had disappeared, along with the ghostly maggots. My counterspell must have short-circuited the magical attack and I shivered for a quick second because whoever was behind this probably ended up with a mouthful of my magical signature.
And that meant they’d be able to detect me.
Shit.
Mike blinked hard a couple of times and then looked up at me. “J-Julie Richardson? You’re Julie Richardson, right?”
I nodded. “And Marcus Guffman, your best buddy in the whole wide world.”
Mike latched onto Marcus’s forearm and slowly got back up to his feet. “So cold… But I was at home… Everything is foggy.”
Marcus and I looked at each other and then Marcus said, “Arctic fronts generally have that effect on the jet stream,” said Marcus. “Let’s go inside the station and warm up. I’ll even buy you a hot chocolate. Sound good?”
Instead of firing off one of his patented insults, Mike actually agreed to accompany Marcus inside the station – clearly his brain must have still been in the process of rewiring itself after I jolted it.
No wedgie. No threat of dismemberment. Nothing.
I followed the pair inside as I realized that my date night had just been wrecked. On the one hand, I was glad that we managed to save Mike Olsen from becoming C-Train road kill, but on the other hand, it would have been nice to snuggle up to Marcus in a dark theater surrounded by the deafening sounds of explosions and machine gun fire.
I glanced down at my Shadowcull’s band and then quickly removed my amulet. Mike Olsen had been attacked by someone who was schooled in dark magic, and I was pretty sure it wasn’t just a simple case of casting a spell on the meathead; someone had meant to kill him.
And I needed to find out why.



 
CHAPTER 3
 
We escorted Mike back to his house and the entire time he said nothing to us unless he was prompted. I don’t think he was keeping tight-lipped to be an asshole, either. It was clear that he was still pretty dazed and I had to wonder if whoever had thrown the spell Mike’s way would be brazen enough to take another shot at him after winding up on the receiving end of my counterspell.
Dumb question. Of course they would. Go Julie.
But why would anyone want to kill Mike Olsen when I’m the one with the magical target on her back? Better yet, who at my school possessed enough magical skill to try and pull something like that off? I decided that I’d have to hit up the laboratory in the basement of my house and dig into the spell books, because the kind of magical attack Mike experienced was something I’d never before encountered.
The wind had died down by the time Marcus and I made it back to my house. I live in an unassuming two-storey in Lake Sundance – a thirty year-old section of South Calgary where all the houses look like each other and where the cookie-cutter neighbors get uppity if your property breaks with the mass-produced look of the community. In spring and summer we’re not the most popular people on the block because my front and back yards are a mass of what appear to be weeds if you’re the average person. Everything that grows has a purpose specific to the practice of witchcraft and we don’t get any complaints when there’s a foot and a half of snow on the ground. It’s the one time of the year when our house blends in with all the rest of them.
I deactivated the magical wards that protect our home and clumped in through the front door with Marcus in tow. “You’re back early,” my mother said with a slight edge to her voice. She was lounging on the sofa with a thick book on her lap. The house smelled of ginger and honey and my stomach rumbled slightly because I hadn’t eaten anything since lunch. Marcus and I had planned to gorge ourselves on popcorn during our date, but duty calls.
I slipped off my boots and hung up my coat in the closet. “Things didn’t go as planned,” I said as Marcus handed me his parka. “Where’s Betty?”
Mom made a sour face and pointed to the back door. “She’s in the yard doing her business. Just so you know: cleaning up dog poop is your job, Julie.”
I padded into the living room and sat down on the armchair opposite the TV as Marcus poked his head around the living room door. “Good thing that Betty buries it,” I replied. “Marcus, would you go to the back door and let her in? We need to have a chat.”
“Will do,” he answered, and he headed down the hall.
Mom had a look of expectation on her face. If she was thinking that our talk was going to have anything to do with our little encounter session, she was going to be massively disappointed. I heard the back door open with a loud squeak followed by a huge doggy sneeze and then the sound of four heavy feet hobbling through the kitchen. Betty and Marcus both sauntered into the living room and I noticed the Great Dane looked like it had shed a few pounds.
“Are you alright, Betty?” I asked. “Er… I mean, is your host OK? I think you’ve lost some weight.”
She dropped onto her haunches with a slight doggy groan. “It’s nothing. Let’s just say that the Betty part of me doesn’t exactly enjoy the taste of kibble. And besides, I can always find another host if something happens to this one.”
Marcus sat down on the edge of the armchair next to me. “I think I’ve mentioned before that bodysnatching is just plain wrong on a multitude of levels, right?”
Mom cocked an eyebrow and she gave Marcus a quick once-over. She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off before she had a chance.
“Something happened at the C-Train station,” I said. “I had to switch into Shadowcull mode.”
Mom swung her legs off the couch and her eyes narrowed sharply. “What kind of something?”
“Mike Olsen – the guy who pushes Marcus around at school?”
“Pushed me around, Julie,” Marcus interrupted. “He and I had words, remember?”
I nodded. “I was going to get to that. Anyway, Mike was standing on the edge of the platform; over the yellow line. Marcus said he’d been standing there like a zombie for fifteen minutes before I arrived. We tried to talk to him, but it was like… I don’t know… Like he was in a deep trance. So, I slipped my amulet into my Shadowcull’s band and I saw that he was covered from head to foot with maggots, only they weren’t real, you know? They were transparent, like a spirit. We tried to shove him back from the edge because the train was coming and it was like trying to push a boulder. He didn’t budge.”
Betty’s head cocked sharply to the right. “And then what happened?” she rumbled.
I threw her a shrug. “Well, Mike was going to wind up getting splattered by the train so I hexed the power supply to the entire northbound track. Only it didn’t stop the train, it just slowed it down. Mike was still about to end up getting clipped, so I jolted his brain a little bit with some magic. It freed him up enough for Marcus to shove him back to safety.”
“And he can’t account for how he got there,” Marcus added. “Mike said he was at home and the next thing he remembers is waking up on the platform.”
Mom nodded slowly and said, “Ghost maggots? Clearly your friend Mike Olsen was under some kind of magical influence.”
“He’s not our friend,” I said sharply. “He’s a class-A jerk, but even he doesn’t deserve to wind up being murdered by someone.”
Betty sneezed again, this time sending a spray of dog snot across the hardwood floor. “I’m sorry about that,” she said. “It must be the cold weather. Do you know anyone who would want to hurt this boy?”
I shook my head. “No, and if anyone from school did want to take down Mike Olsen, they’d have to be a practitioner like me. I mean, I’d probably detect their magical signature.”
“Marla Lavik had you fooled,” said Marcus, with an uneasy look on his face. “Nothing personal, but you and Betty both didn’t have a clue.”
“Soul Worms,” Mom said grimly.
I blinked. “Come again?”
She leaned forward and glanced at Betty. “Those ghost maggots might well have been Soul Worms.”
“Spirits protect us all, I hope they’re not,” said Betty. “That’s seriously black magic, and it’s not a spell that just anyone can pull off.”
“OK, I’ll bite. What are Soul Worms?”
Betty and Mom glanced at each other again and I thought for a quick second they were communicating telepathically.
“It’s a spell, a vile, malicious and twisted spell,” said Mom. “Soul Worms bore into the very fabric of the victim’s humanity in much the same way as termites bore into wood. They feed on a person’s soul, nibbling away at their feelings, their hopes and dreams and aspirations. If the infection is severe enough, the victim becomes altered as a result, changed forever into an empty shell.”
“An empty shell?” asked Marcus. “What does that mean?”
Betty took a deep breath and said, “In days gone by, those who had the misfortune of winding up on the receiving end of this particular spell became known as ‘hollow people’. It was the only way to describe someone who is unable to discern right from wrong… Unable to feel, to know the joy of falling in love. These poor creatures could no longer experience their lives the way human beings were intended to. They were transformed into empty vessels, and completely susceptible to the whims of whoever infected them. I’ve seen whole armies of hollow people used as cannon fodder in the great battles of the past. They’d throw themselves en masse straight into the enemy while the real soldiers attacked from the flank. It’s just terrible. Terrible business, Soul Worms.”
I felt a sharp tug of panic as the gravity of what Mom and Betty revealed hit home. “Oh my God,” I gasped. “But who would do such a thing to a freaking dumbass football player? I mean, he’s Mike Olsen for crying out loud! He thinks farting in class is entertainment.”
“Well, maybe Holly Penske is up to her old tricks again,” said Marcus.
I shook my head. “I doubt it. She’s a player in the supernatural realm, but she’s not a killer. She uses people to achieve her own aims, just like she used me to capture the spirit of Matthew Hopkins.”
Marcus nodded as he knelt down in front of Betty. He stroked her chin a few times and then scratched behind her left ear as the dog’s tail thumped agreeably on the carpet.
“It could be that Mike Olsen is just a pawn or something,” said Marcus as Betty sniffed at his hand. “Maybe this was designed to draw you out… Like at Mrs Gilbert’s house. You are a Shadowcull. Maybe word travels fast among people like you… Among witches.”
Marcus was right, but the key in this was Mike Olsen. We had to figure out why he was the original target and that meant coming up with a magical countermeasure in case things went south.
Mom glanced at her watch. “It looks like we’re going to have to put our heads together on this, because if those ghost maggots were indeed Soul Worms, then something pretty big is brewing. Julie, we should probably hit the lab and do some research.”
I sighed heavily and nodded. “Marcus, maybe we need to do a rain check on our date. Witch business and all.”
He stood up and headed to the front hall. “No problem,” he said as he threw on his winter jacket and stuffed his feet into his boots. “Just text me. I’ve got nothing going on for tomorrow so maybe I can help you out in some way.”
I followed him to the door and gave him a soft kiss on his lips. “Sorry about all this. Duty calls, I guess.”
He placed his hands on my waist and gave me a hug. “It’s cool. I’ll talk to you later.”



 
CHAPTER 4
 
Mom and I headed down to the lab in the basement. It’s a large room with wooden shelves stacked with plastic and foil containers full of spell ingredients, not to mention notebooks and binders containing everything from spell recipes to general information about the arcane. There’s a pair of six-foot tables covered with beakers and mixing bowls and a couple of stools for Mom and me to park our butts on, because when you’re crafting a potion or blending a pair of spell recipes it’s really a matter of trial and error; minutes turn into hours and hours can turn into days in some cases.
I might be a Shadowcull whose purpose is to dispense coven justice at supernatural bad guys, but I’m still an adept, the official designation for an apprentice within our order. We’re not part of a coven for reasons that have to do with internal politics and my being seconded to another witch for training. Mom has been teaching me witchcraft since I was in training pants and while she can sometimes be a control freak, there’s no other person in the world I’d rather learn from.
You know, when she isn’t guilting me about dating Marcus.
Betty hobbled down the stairs after us. I sat on a stool and watched Mom run her left index finger along the spines of more than a dozen binders.
“What are we looking for?” I asked.
Betty slowly dropped down onto her belly and rested her head on her front paws. “Give your mother a moment, Julie,” the Great Dane said. “You can’t rush research.”
Mom pulled a thick red binder off the shelf and dropped it onto the table. She grabbed a pair of glass beakers and then pointed to the shelf at the far end of the room. “Grab the bottles with the following names,” she said, as she flipped through the binder until she found the page she was looking for. “Coltsfoot extract, eyebright, prickly ash and red clover. Be quick about it.”
I jotted down the names of the spell ingredients onto a Post-it note and trotted over to a wooden shelf filled with plastic two-liter bottles containing liquids of every color and description. Each bottle was labeled with the name of its ingredient written on a small piece of masking tape and, thankfully, the bottles were alphabetized. In seconds I was back beside my mother and I deposited each bottle beside a large glass bowl.
“I’m thinking you’re planning a potion to either detect or protect,” I said as Mom poured a cupful of thick green liquid from the bottle of coltsfoot extract. “Please tell me that we don’t have to drink that stuff.”
Mom sniffed. “Yes, you have to drink this stuff, it might save your life.”
I blinked as she poured equal amounts of the other three ingredients into a large glass beaker. The mixture turned into a flat gray liquid with the consistency of tar, so I knew it was super-concentrated and we’d have to thin it out.
“Here, Mom,” I said and handed her a large bottle of distilled water.
“I’m glad that you haven’t forgotten how to make a potion,” she said as she uncapped the bottle. “With your new responsibilities as a Shadowcull, it’s altogether too easy for you to forget the basic functions of your craft. Anyone can sling magical energy around, but it takes a genuine measure of wisdom to concoct a bulletproof potion.”
Betty snorted. “Oh, do give the girl some credit, Mother Witch; I’ve seen her face off against the darkest of magic. Perhaps if you spent some time with her outside of your training regime, you might find that your daughter has remarkably keen instincts.”
Mom snorted. “It’s not her instincts that I’m worried about, Betty. Julie’s father was a powerful Shadowcull, but he always relied on me for the grunt work.”
“Um… yeah. So, I’m, like, in the room,” I said sourly. “Mom, we need to charge that potion.” I reached for my magic.
“I know. Give it a jolt. You’ll need to take a dose of this at least once a day.”
I nodded as I drew on my spirit. I placed both hands on the beaker. Thin tendrils of energy encased them, and then a bright flash of light filled the room. The gray liquid turned fluorescent green for a moment and then, amazingly, the contents of the beaker turned as crystal clear as water from a spring.
“Soul Worms are obviously a form of enthrallment, but why this specific spell when there are a ton of other ones to use?” I asked, as I pulled my hands away from the beaker. Mom opened a drawer in the work table and took out a metal box filled with tiny glass phials. She uncapped each phial and then she reached for a sterile glass syringe.
“I don’t know why and that’s got me worried, because whoever is behind this caught a whiff of your magic,” she said. She began squirting the clear liquid into the phials with the syringe. “The first order of business is to protect you and this potion will mask your magical signature. Remember, Julie, ninety percent of what your father did, what any Shadowcull does, is by means of stealth.”
Betty slowly stood up and stretched with a loud groan. She shook her entire body, her ears flapping against the side of her enormous head with a series of loud slaps.
“Good thinking, Mother Witch,” she rumbled. “But what’s missing is proof positive that what Julie saw were in fact Soul Worms. Dark magic of that nature will always leave something in its wake.”
There were other dark spells like the malphobius; a spell where the victim literally manifests his or her worst possible fears. Mind control magic is forbidden in the covens, so it was possible we were dealing with either a rogue witch or someone much more powerful. Why they chose to target Mike was a mystery and since I didn’t have a clue as to a motive, I needed to talk with Mike and learn more about what he remembered. I grabbed my phone out of my purse and fired off a text to Marcus.
 
Jules: Hey. What R U Doing?
HawkingFan: Calculus homework. I’m in heaven.
Jules: Sigh. U R a hopeless case.
HawkingFan: What’s going on?
Jules: We’re in the lab. There’s stuff we have to do.
HawkingFan: Yeah – I kind of figured as much.
Jules: We need to talk with Mike Olsen – there’s a reason he was targeted.
HawkingFan: I kind of figured that out, too. What’s the plan?
Jules: Head over to his place and find out what the hell is going on.

 
It was at this point in my text conversation with Marcus that Mom decided I need her undivided attention. I felt the tug of her magic as she whispered a word of power. In less time than it took for me to draw a breath into my lungs, my phone sizzled and popped amid a puff of smoke.
Afraid that I might burn my hands, I dropped it onto the floor and I spun around and positively glared at my mother.
“What the hell, Mom? I was talking with Marcus!” I barked as I stared at my smoldering cell phone. “Jesus, that thing cost me three hundred dollars! Do you have any idea how much freaking babysitting it takes to save up enough money to buy a phone?”
“This is your priority, Julie,” she snapped. “Not your goddamned boyfriend! Pay attention to what we’re doing, because if your love life is distracting you now in the safety of this house then you sure as hell won’t be paying attention when your enemy attacks!”
That did it. I tried like crazy to keep my anger in check, but my magic flared up and the atmosphere inside the lab became charged with my power.
And that was a really stupid move on my part. Betty leaped between the two of us. The lights inside the lab flickered and the air smelled of ozone and burning plastic. The temperature shot up as the Great Dane’s eyes blazed furiously. Betty raised her hackles and the giant dog emitted a deafening growl that I could feel in my fillings.
“That’s enough!” Betty roared in a voice so loud that both my mother and I cupped our ears. “I am charged with protecting Julie, but right now I think I need to protect you both from each other. Listen to me… you are together, one and the same, Mother Witch and Adept. You’re both acting foolishly when a dark power is lurking in the shadows and very likely plotting his or her next move!”
I stretched out my left hand and touched a wall of magical power. It felt ancient, stretching my mortal understanding of time and space, and as my fingertips brushed against it a voice whispered in my ears:
“Be the better and end this battle between mother and daughter, Shadowcull. Something draws near with intent so black that even I cannot see it, despite my power. Your mother has not been herself since you saved her life. Be mindful that in her own way, she is terrified of the dangers you will face in the days and weeks to come. Her anger is born out of love, but you must understand that deep inside her heart, she believes in you. She has always believed in you, as do I.”
I stared at the shimmering wall of magical energy stretching across the room from floor to ceiling; all of it emanating from a tired but determined Great Dane. The dog lowered its hackles and its magic pulsed with a measure of power that dwarfed mine or my mother’s.
“Marcus is my choice, Mother,” I said, trying to sound as diplomatic as possible. “I need you to believe that I’m not blinded by my feelings for him. I need you to support me because nothing matters more to me than knowing that you approve.”
She stared hard at my Shadowcull’s band and I self-consciously covered it with my left hand. “I need time,” said Mom wearily. “And I’m sorry for hexing your phone. I’ll get you a new one. I’m just not myself since…”
The wall of magic separating us disappeared amid a haze of twinkling mist and I said, “Since you got out of the hospital. I know, Mom. But please understand that one of the reasons you are standing before me today is because of Marcus. He saved my life, Mom. He saved yours too because of what he did that day.”
Betty dropped down onto her belly again and once more rested her enormous head on her forepaws. “Julie has a potion for protection so it would be wise to begin to unmask whoever attacked that boy before they strike again.”
I nodded and slipped back onto the stool. Mom went back to the bookcase and pulled out more than a dozen dusty old binders and books with dried, cracked spines. I’d come within a whisker of lashing out at my mother and now I was going to spend what was left of the day at her side, but Betty was right: Mom needed time. After what had just transpired in the lab, I decided that I had to be the better person.
But there was no way in hell I was going to break it off with Marcus.



 
CHAPTER 5
 
An icy calm remained between my mother and me for the next few hours as we scoured her books for information about Soul Worms. I knew they were a kind of enthrallment spell, but there was scant information available in the archives my mother had amassed over her life. I decided that it was time to think outside the box.
“I have an idea,” I said, rubbing my eyes. Mom glanced up from behind a stack of binders and arched her eyebrows.
“I’m all ears. What have you got?” she asked.
I closed the book in front of me and massaged the back of my neck. “Residual magic – every kind of spell leaves the tiniest trace in its wake, right?”
She leaned on the table and nodded silently. I had her undivided attention so I had to think carefully about how to present my idea, because there was no way in hell I was going to look like a rank amateur in front of her.
“So… remember when the shed blew in after we exorcised the spirit of John Stearne from that teddy bear? Marcus and I scraped up a bunch of teddy bear stuffing after the door breached the magic circle. The stuffing contained residual magical energy and I used it to do the locating spell that led to the Beltine. It was a hugely powerful magical force that blew in the door, right?”
Mom blinked. “And you think this enthrallment spell might still be lingering where that boy was attacked? I was waiting for you to come up with that. Good thinking, Julie. See, Betty? I do acknowledge my daughter’s talent; I just need to see for myself that she’s still got a good magical head on her shoulders.”
Pleased by Mom’s vote of confidence in me, I pointed to my Shadowcull’s band. “I have super-sensitivity to stuff when I’m wearing this. It’s worth a try, right?”
Betty padded back into the lab. “Good that I managed to get through to you, Mother Witch. This kind of spell is a vile piece of work for any practitioner to invoke. You both need more information and I’d advise strongly against poking around too closely at the scene of the crime, Julie. When you wear that band on your arm it doesn’t just amplify your magical talents, it also amplifies you.”
Mom stood up holding a tiny phial in her hand. “And this potion will mask her magical signature, Betty, Shadowcull or not. Now put your thinking cap on because we’re going to grill you about your knowledge of Soul Worms.”
We dug into the spell books and I was amazed by the sheer volume of mind-control magic that has existed throughout the ages. There were spells that generated hallucinations, terror hexes, curses that removed all of a person’s inhibitions… There seemed to be a mind-control spell for every occasion. Every book in Mom’s collection was handwritten with the words scrawled onto brittle, yellowing pages. Outside the wind buffeted the basement windows. We were getting hammered with another good dumping of snow and I quietly cursed because I knew I’d be spending my Sunday morning shoveling out the driveway.
Betty left the lab for a few minutes and then returned dragging a large pillow along the floor. She dropped it beside the table and then slowly lowered her bulk until she was resting comfortably.
“There are times when I wish my memories weren’t so vivid,” she began after a few moments. “Only a handful of practitioners have used this kind of enthrallment in days gone by, and some of those people were immortals. The power of this spell is such that it requires knowledge that is forbidden. That’s why you won’t find anything in your spell books.”
I climbed off my stool and sat down on the floor beside Betty. I scratched behind her ear and the giant dog’s tail thumped. “That sounds cryptic as hell, Betty. Are you trying to scare us?”
She exhaled through her thick lips and said, “You should be scared because Carrion Phage hasn’t manifested in modern times.”
“Dear Lord,” Mom whispered. “Is that what they’re known as?”
Betty nodded. “Maggots feed on the dead. Soul Worms feed on the living until they are dead, or until they kill themselves. This boy you found at the train station, he was meant to die and the internal battle for his mind… I can’t even begin to wonder what he experienced. But you disrupted the spell, Julie. There might be something left for you to work with. The hour is late. In the morning you must go and find this boy. If he’s been altered, you will know it immediately because he won’t be the same as before.”
“Then I’m going to crash,” I said with a yawn. “Tomorrow I’ll pay Mike Olsen a visit and then swing by the C-Train station to see what I can sense.”
And so I headed off to bed. I’d like to say that I slept well, but I didn’t because it was the kind of sleep where you open your eyes to find that it’s eight in the morning and you feel like you’d just gone to bed five minutes ago.
This is exactly how I woke up on Sunday morning.
That and there was the sound of metal scraping against ice and concrete. The sun was beaming through my bedroom window, so I glanced at my clock radio, it was quarter to eight. I stretched and climbed out of bed and then stretched again for good measure. The shoveling was loud enough to make me think for half a second that Mom had already gone outside to get a start on things, so I shuffled to my window and gazed down at our driveway to see that it had been scraped clean right down to the cement.
God love him, it was Marcus.
And Mom wanted me to dump a guy who volunteers to shovel your driveway after a serious blast of snow? Maybe she’d reconsider at the prospect of free household labour.
He waved a gloved hand at me and I raised my hand to wave back when I realized that Marcus had just seen me at my absolute, one hundred-percent worst. I snatched the drapes closed, then checked in my mirror and recoiled in horror at what I’d just exposed poor Marcus to. God, his eyes were probably bleeding thanks to me. I threw on a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt and then raced downstairs, all the while buttoning up my jeans. When I got to the front door I skidded to a halt as Mom handed me my winter coat.
“Don’t you dare take Marcus near that boy who was attacked,” she warned. “Say your good mornings and be done with it. You have work to do.”
I slipped my feet into my boots and threw on my coat. “Ugh, you didn’t even stick your head out the door to thank him? What the hell is wrong with you, Mom?”
She made a big show of rolling her eyes. “Marcus volunteered and shoveling the driveway is your job.”
I slipped into my gloves and snorted, “Fine. I’ll talk to Mike on my own. But first Marcus and I will head over to McD’s so I can at least fill him in.”
I didn’t give Mom any time to respond and I stepped outside into the cold. “Come on, Marcus,” I said firmly as I tucked my rat’s nest of hair underneath my toque. “You shoveled so now I’ll buy you breakfast.”
“Yeah, but I gotta do the sidewalk to the back of the house,” he said, leaning on the shovel.
“I’ll do it later,” I said. “I need to get moving. Lots to do today.”
He placed the shovel against the garage door and followed me up the driveway. I’d been out of bed for less than ten minutes, my boyfriend had seen me with bed head, bed face and in my pyjamas no less.
He caught up to me and slipped his gloved hand in mine. “The look on your face tells me that what happened to Mike Olsen is pretty big.”
I nodded as I ploughed through a snowdrift. “Huge… Look, we need to talk about stuff. Serious stuff. Let’s head to McD’s – my treat.”



 
CHAPTER 6
 
We went into McDonald’s near the Southland C-Train station and I handed Marcus a twenty dollar bill. I asked him to order me the biggest coffee they had on the menu along with an Egg McMuffin, and I didn’t care that it was probably dripping in grease. He returned a few minutes later carrying a tray, his face a mask of worry.
“Here we go. Nothing beats fast food on a Sunday morning,” he said trying to lighten things up a bit.
“Our encounter with Mike Olsen is part of something very big and very bad,” I finally said as I flipped open the lid on my coffee. I took a tentative sip.
He nodded. “And what about the serious talk we’re supposed to have? Am I in trouble? Because you should know that it’s totally bad karma to rip into a person who just voluntarily shoveled your driveway after a big-ass dump of snow.”
I shook my head. “No, but this is a dangerous new world I’ve entered into – from the moment I slapped on this copper band.”
He arched an eyebrow. “I see. And you’re worried about me now that we’re together. My timing apparently sucks.”
I reached across the table and took his hands in mine. “Mom has been on edge. She hasn’t been right since she got out of the hospital.” I said softly. “She’s always been a worrier and it drives me nuts, but she is generally bang-on and half the time it makes me crazy because I should be figuring things out for myself.”
“Well your mom has reasons for that, right?” Marcus replied. “Nearly getting killed is probably at the top of the list.”
“And she’s worried about me – about us.”
He took a bite of his hash brown and wiped the corner of his mouth with a paper napkin. “I have a feeling I know where this is going. After the attack at the school and her winding up comatose in the hospital she’s worried about what will happen now that we’re seeing each other… If something happens to me…”
I raised a finger. “And how that might impact me.”
He snorted. “Um… I got stomped by a poltergeist in Mrs Gilbert’s house, remember? This was after I got a beat down from the old lady’s Siamese cat. I wound up on the receiving end of Marla Lavik’s death curse and I’m still alive and kicking, the last time I looked.”
We said nothing to each other for the next few minutes as we nibbled away at our breakfast. I wanted to tell him that we should just head back to my house and inform my mother that we were taking her recommendations under advisement, but that wouldn’t have done any good. As much as it got under my skin, Mom was right. The only problem was that I didn’t know what to do about it.
Marcus exhaled heavily and then took a sip of his coffee. I gazed around the restaurant and noticed a couple of people from school working behind the counter. In the far corner seated next to a window was Willard Schubert. He sat alone chewing on a breakfast burrito. No, scratch that. He was inserting the entire sausage shaped concoction into his mouth… whole. He gazed out through the window onto McLeod Trail, his eyes set behind a thin pair of wire-framed glasses that were too small for his pudgy face. His ruddy cheeks glowed across the span of the entire restaurant as he squeezed a packet of hot sauce on another burrito
“Your mom has a point, Julie,” said Marcus, snapping me out of my gaze. “But she isn’t one hundred percent right on this, either.”
I blinked. “Go on.”
He shrugged. “Well, she lost your dad and he was like a magic badass, right? I mean he was a Shadowcull – he was the target, not your mother. If someone was really twisted, there were worse things than killing your dad. They could have gone after your mother – or you.”
“Yeah, but they didn’t.”
He leaned in toward me. “Look, you can’t discount stuff like fate because it’s intangible, you know? There isn’t a single person alive today who knows what fate has in store for us – it doesn’t matter if that person is a witch like you or just a civilian like me. Your mother is freaked about my getting killed because we’re seeing each other, but I could wind up choking on a chunk of my hash brown and keel over right now or I could get leukemia and die a miserable death. The fact is, the risk to me from a jillion things that have absolutely nothing to do with our relationship is probably greater than my getting killed by some evil warlock dude. If your mom disagrees with me, I’ll put together a Powerpoint presentation so that she’ll get it.”
True, there was any number of terrible fates that awaited every person alive. Marcus had already experienced firsthand the kind of dangers that I faced by simply being a witch, but there were thousands upon thousands of potential fates that could hit any one of us at any time, day or night. Mom was worried about what would happen to me if Marcus wound up getting killed, but she hadn’t taken into consideration the hell I went through when she was lingering on in the hospital after falling victim to the dark spell, Endless Night. I was just about to tell Marcus that maybe we should slow things down when someone started shouting.
“Get back behind the counter, Travis,” a voice rang out. I caught a glimpse of Travis Butler as he headed out the main doors and into the parking lot. He was dressed in his McDonald’s uniform and his arms hung limply at his side. I couldn’t see his face but I did see him walk straight through a snow bank and then behind an SUV in the drive-thru line. The driver of a car that was turning into the drive-thru lane jammed on his brakes, narrowly missing Travis and bumping into the menu sign.
“Did you see that, Marcus?” I asked.
“See what?” he said as he wolfed back the last of his Egg McMuffin.
I pointed to the parking lot. “Travis Butler from school. He just about got nailed by a car coming into the drive-thru.”
Marcus spun around in his chair and then stood up to take a look. “Oh yeah… there he goes. Maybe he’s tired of working for an oppressive corporate entity.”
I watched as Travis walked to the far end of the parking lot. Suddenly a jolt of magical energy assaulted my senses and I slipped my amulet into the recess on my Shadowcull’s band.
“Oh man, Julie. He doesn’t look right in the head,” said Marcus as he threw on his coat. I jumped off my seat and together we raced through the main doors and out into the parking lot.
I leaped over a snowdrift as Marcus narrowly avoided being sideswiped by an oncoming minivan. Ahead I could see Travis Butler marching forward through an unplowed parking lot adjacent to the McDonald’s, his entire body covered with squirming, disgusting little ghost larvae.
“Travis,” I bellowed. “Wait up!”
The sound of traffic on busy McLeod Trail filled my ears as we raced across the snow-covered lot. Travis was no more than a hundred meters to our front, so Marcus kicked into high gear and sprinted through a knee-deep snow drift. There were four lanes of Sunday morning traffic less than twenty meters from Travis. I scanned the area to see if there was something, anything that I could blast with a jolt of magic to either stop the traffic or slow his approach.
“Do something, Julie!” Marcus shouted. “I won’t catch him in time!”
“I’m on it,” I huffed, trying to catch my breath. I gazed at Travis Butler with my Sight, desperately searching for the dark spell’s path of flow as he lumbered through another snowdrift. A sharp gust of wind came out of nowhere. It sent a blast of freezing air up the back of my winter coat and I shivered as I tried to search out the dark spell’s source with my spirit.
A swirl of dark energy frothed at Travis Butler’s feet, leaving a black trail in the snow like a smudge. The bitter taste of dark magic filled my mouth and suddenly the icy breeze kicked into high gear, turning into an all-out gale force wind. A blinding wall of snow rolled across the busy street, enveloping Travis Butler and he disappeared from my field of vision entirely. I gritted my teeth together and I sent my spirit shooting through the malicious energy, trying desperately to locate the source of the spell. I found it, a rope knot of wicked power, but the magic was woven so tightly there was no time to attempt to unravel it.
“Marcus, stop!”
I shouted. He was barely visible through the blinding haze of snow and ice.
“I can’t see him, Julie!” he shouted back through the howling wind. I fought my way forward, tucking my face into the collar of my coat to protect it against the thousands upon thousands of sharp ice crystals that stung as they hit the skin.
“Marcus,” I roared. “Stay where you are, I can hardly see you!”
And then all hell broke loose. The air filled with the sound of screeching tires, honking automobile horns and the unmistakable sound of metal smashing into metal. Through the thick cloud of blinding snow I saw a searing flash of light and then to my horror, a car literally flew up a snow-covered embankment and headed straight for Marcus.
“Marcus!” I screamed as he threw himself away from the oncoming vehicle. It missed him by inches and smashed into a poplar tree. I watched in dumbstruck awe as the driver smashed through the windshield, his body clearing the wreck by about twenty feet.
“Oh, Jesus!” I shrieked as I raced to the driver. Marcus stumbled up the embankment and headed toward me, his face ashen.
The driver moaned. Luckily, I remembered my first aid training. I checked his airway and saw that it was clear, but his face was a pulpy mass of blood and shredded tissue.
“T-that kid,” he gurgled through a mouthful of blood. “W-walked right onto the street… Then I couldn’t see him anymore. I couldn’t see anything.”
The man’s arm was twisted and clearly broken, but at least he was alive. From the distance, the sound of emergency vehicles approached and as quickly as it started, the gale force wind disappeared. Marcus covered the shivering man with his winter coat as I looked out onto McLeod Trail. What I saw before me through the dissipating blizzard was sheer automotive carnage.
A small pickup truck had ploughed into the side of a parked city bus. Vehicles of every shape and size were scattered along both sides of the roadway like Tonka toys. A light pole had been sheared off its moorings and lay across the hood of a battered SUV, sparks of electricity shooting up into the air. And that wasn’t the worst of it, not even close. The broken body of Travis Butler lay next to an overturned Volkswagen and an injured driver was trying frantically to help him. A dark pool of blood stained the snow-covered street where Travis’s head lay as the driver began to do CPR.
“Oh my God,” I whispered. “Oh my fucking God.”



 
CHAPTER 7
 
Five ambulances, three fire trucks and at least half a dozen police cars responded to the call. Marcus and I stayed with the driver who’d been launched through his windshield until the paramedics arrived. We didn’t know the extent of his injuries, but from the grim look on the faces of the two paramedics who lifted his stretcher into the back of the ambulance, we didn’t have to ask.
We spent the next two hours giving witness statements to the police inside a tent that had been assembled by the emergency response teams. Warm air blew in through a flap in the side, powered by a loud portable heater. Marcus’s parents arrived first, followed shortly afterward by my mother. From the grim look of her, I could tell that she had been shaken by the scene on McLeod Trail.
Amanda Guffman sat on a folding chair next to Marcus. Her blonde hair was tucked into a winter hat and she was wearing a pink-colored parka. Her arm was draped around Marcus’s shoulder and her eyes were puffy from crying.
“Any word on Travis?” Marcus asked. He spoke in barely a whisper and he stared blankly at melting snow on his winter boots.
Wallace Guffman knelt down in front of his son. He looked precisely like Marcus, only thirty years in the future; as though time travel were a real possibility and an older Marcus had taken a trip back. He placed a bony hand on his Marcus’s knee and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose.
“Look at me, son,” he said quietly. “What you and Julie did here for that man today was very brave. McLeod Trail might look like a scene from a disaster movie and we don’t know if the man you helped will make it, but just remember that you took quick action to help him and that’s an incredibly brave thing to do.”
Marcus gave me a knowing look and then glanced at his father. “What about Travis?” he asked again.
His parents shared an uneasy glance. Wallace Guffman shook his head. “I’m sorry, son. Was he a close friend?”
“No,” said Marcus. “He was just another kid from school, is all.”
My mother stood behind me and I could feel her fingers digging into my shoulder. I glanced up and she mouthed the words. “We’ll talk later.”
“He just walked out of the McDonald’s,” Marcus said. “He headed right through the front doors and marched straight down into the traffic. I could have caught him but there was so much blowing snow. I lost sight of him and…”
Marcus’s mother pulled her son close and gave him a reassuring hug. “Shhh, Marcus,” she said, soothingly. “You did everything that you could do to stop him. Sometimes terrible things just happen and we have no idea why.”
Neither Marcus nor I knew Travis Butler personally, but he wasn’t just another face in the crowd at Crescent Ridge High School. Like Mike Olsen, Travis was an athlete. He was the star of the wrestling team and he was also the Vice President on the Students’ Council. He had had a string of girlfriends, developing a reputation as a heartbreaker – at least that’s what the rumor mill suggested. He hung out with all the jocks at school, he was Coach Raymond’s favourite and it was a foregone conclusion that Travis would eventually wind up on the Olympic team.
And now he was dead, a victim of a magical attack that looked a hell of a lot to me as though someone wanted his death to look like something other than the murder it was. Some protector of innocents I was turning out to be. For all my heightened senses, and despite wearing the weapon of a Shadowcull on my right wrist, I hadn’t detected the spell until Travis had already fallen victim to it. And that miniature blizzard… It came out of nowhere. A rolling, blinding wall of blowing snow had descended on McLeod Trail like a death shroud, but it was no freak of nature. Someone had meant for it to happen, someone not only managed to infect Travis Butler with ghost maggots or Soul Worms or whatever the hell he was covered from head to toe with, they also possessed enough power to control the elements. Someone with skill in aeromancy – the ability to summon and control the wind itself.
But why kill Travis Butler? He was one of the most popular kids at school. I gazed out of the entrance to the tent and watched as a fleet of tow trucks started hauling smashed-up cars off the street. The sun was shining brightly, causing the fresh snow to sparkle.
“He didn’t kill himself, Mom,” said Marcus. “He had everything going for him, don’t you get it? Everyone knew who Travis Butler was and a pat on the shoulder from the guy was passport to instant popularity at school. There’s just no way.”
I noticed Marcus’s father talking with a police officer in the opposite corner of the tent. He nodded a few times and then walked back over to the bench where we were sitting.
He buttoned up his parka and slipped on a pair of black leather gloves. “We’re free to go now,” he said, turning his attention to me. “Julie, are you OK? We’re planning to take Marcus home now. It might be a good idea for both of you to just take it easy today, this has been a terrible morning.”
I liked Wallace Guffman not just because he was the spitting image of Marcus in the future, but also because his soft-spoken nature could put anyone at ease, particularly if they were up to their necks in a crisis. He was a pharmacist and owned Wallace’s QuickPharm. When you saw the doctor and got a prescription, Wallace Guffman was the guy you’d go to get it from. He always made a big show whenever I came into his store, whether to buy a Coke or to pick up a bottle of cough syrup. He’d sneak up to me and place his index finger on his lips. He’d whisper that QuickPharm just got a new shipment of everything from chocolate bars to lip balm to hair brushes, and then he’d give me one of his special “free” samples that nobody else in the world was to know about. Of course whenever he went into super-secret shopper mode in front of Marcus, the object of my affection would roll his eyes and flush with embarrassment, but that’s how Wallace Guffman was: just plain old good.
Just like Marcus.
“I’d be lying if I said that I was,” I said quietly. I watched Marcus closely. His eyes met mine for a moment and I could have sworn that I could see the tiniest glimmer of fear in them as he tried to force a smile.
My mother’s fingers dug into my shoulder again and she said, “I wish the circumstances were better, Wallace; we haven’t talked for a very long time.”
“For years,” he replied. “Which is kind of strange given that Julie and Marcus are best friends. I’d planned on having you two over for dinner when Amanda and I learned that these two kids were finally an item. Days like today remind a person about how important having friends can be.”
“I imagine you’re right, Wallace,” my mother replied, her eyes fixed firmly on Marcus. “Thank you for shoveling out our driveway this morning, Marcus… I didn’t get a chance to thank you earlier.”
I threw my mother a dirty look because she was lying through her teeth. That just pissed me off no end and I bit my lip good and hard to stop myself from snapping at her.
“You’re welcome,” he said quietly. “Julie, I’ll text you later, OK?”
I escaped from my mother’s claw-like grip and wrapped my arms around Marcus. I leaned in and whispered in his ear as I hugged him, “I’m going to find out who did this. I promise.”
He hugged me back and said, “I know.”
And with that, the Guffman family walked out of the tent and into the cold.
“Strange that Marcus is an only child,” Mom said. “Amanda and Wallace had always talked about having a boy and a girl back when your father was still around.”
“I’m an only child. Does that make us strange?”
Mom ignored my snark and headed out of the tent. I quickly zipped up my winter coat and followed her.
“Do you think this is about you?” she growled as we headed to the car. “That whoever killed that boy did it because they detected your magic? Well, let me tell you something, it was you who forgot to take the potion this morning, kiddo. There hasn’t been a magic related murder in this city since…”
“Since Dad got killed?” I said, finishing her sentence. “I wonder what Dad would have done had he been the one to see Travis walk into traffic.”
Mom stopped dead in her tracks. A gust of wind sent a spray of snow blowing across her legs and she clenched her jaw. It was clear that I’d crossed the line for the second time in two days; the only difference was that this time, I didn’t care.
“You want the truth about your father?” she snapped. “Alright then, here it is. He would have hunted down whoever did this, Julie. He would have disappeared for days at a time following clues and bringing the full weight of coven justice on anyone with information that would lead him to the killer. And when he learned the identity of the murderer, your father would have descended on their hiding place with a storm of vengeance. His place was to deal out retribution and he did so with cold-blooded skill. He would have found who did this and he would have killed them on the spot with a death curse. And that is to be your future, goddamn it! That’s what you’re going to do and that’s why you need to spare Marcus from seeing what you’re going to eventually become!”
Holy shit.
It was one thing to learn that my late father dispensed coven justice, but it’s another thing entirely to put your enemy to death.
“W-what the hell, Mom?” I gasped. “What are you saying?”
Her eyes narrowed sharply and she said, “I’m saying that you’re going to hunt down the person responsible for that boy’s death, Shadowcull. And I’m going to help you.”



 
CHAPTER 8
 
Ice cold rage – that’s what my mother was feeling. She said not a word as we climbed into the car and sped off. We drove for about ten minutes in silence when Mom suddenly hit the signal indicator and we pulled onto the shoulder of the roadway.
It was at this point that Mom started to cry.
She gazed up at me through tear-filled eyes and didn’t even make an attempt to regain her composure. Her body racked with every sob and in that moment of wild-eyed disbelief, I could feel my heart beginning to break.
She’d never remarried after Dad died. She didn’t date. She didn’t do anything more than to run her home-based herbology business and tend to every one of my needs. In truth, Mom didn’t have a life at all outside of me. No teenager wants to see a parent break down in front of them, because they’re supposed to be the anchor. Mothers and fathers are supposed to solve all of our problems. And right now, Mom looked like she had all the problems of the world weighing her down and I simply didn’t have a clue how I should respond.
So I opened the glove compartment and pulled out a small box of tissues. “Mom,” I said quietly as I reached over to hug her. “I’m sorry I’ve been an ass to you since you got out of the hospital. Christ, I don’t know what the hell is wrong with me.”
She grabbed a handful of tissues and then blew her nose. “You’re not an ass, Julie… I am,” she said as she wiped her eyes with a tissue. “I haven’t prepared you for what is to come. I’m terrified that you aren’t ready yet and that something like what happened to that boy today will happen to you or to Marcus. You think I don’t want you to be happy? Jesus Christ, I wish that you could just be the same as every other girl at school. I want you to find love – I should be glad that it’s a good boy like Marcus who has caught your eye and not some abusive jerk who treats girls like garbage… But I’m not. The past is coming back to haunt us, I can bloody well feel it.”
I blinked. “The past? Well, Matthew Hopkins was from the past, I don’t understand.”
She blew her nose again and tossed the used tissue into a small trash box between both seats. “This is your father’s unfinished business. You’ve read his grimoire. You know what he was after.”
“The Book of Names,” I said, nodding. “He was murdered because he was looking for that book. But I don’t even know what a true name is… Does everyone keep a pseudonym to save themselves from this stupid book or something?”
She gazed out onto Blackfoot Trail with a faraway look in her eyes. “We witches are born with family names that are like a coat of arms. To one another we share our true names but only within the safety of our covens. But we live dual lives – one for the magical world and one for the non-magical world. The name we go by – Richardson – that isn’t our true name.”
“Come again?”
She took another tissue and blew her nose again. “Only three people know a witch’s true name when it is born into this world – a midwife matron, the mother and the father. That is, until such a time as the parents reveal their child’s true name when they turn fifteen or sixteen. What follows is the Celebration of the Call; it’s where all coven members welcome that witch to adulthood and their responsibilities to their coven and their craft.
“You missed out on that, Julie. You missed out on the fellowship that comes with being in a coven because of what happened to your father. I’ve kept your true name hidden from you all your life… Until now. You wear a Shadowcull’s band on your wrist, so the time has come for you to learn your true name… I’m sorry, but there won’t be a celebration. There’s not much to celebrate after that boy was killed today.”
The significance of what was about to happen wasn’t lost on me. All my life I’d been my mother’s adept and I trained hard so that I could be one tenth as skilful as she was. And through it all, she was hard on me – it drove me nuts. She’d make me work a spell over and over and over again until it was just right. Most of the time I thought she was punishing me and every day I’d wake up and wonder if Mom would ever believe in me.
And now she was about to reveal my true name for the very first time. Not because she’d been crying and not to make up for the tension between us since she was released from the hospital. No, Mom was about to give me her stamp of approval. This was huge, and intimate and something that made my heart tingle with joy. Mom actually approved of me; she was proud of me.
She wiped her eyes as she turned to face me, then she placed both hands on my cheeks. I could feel her magic pulsing with living energy. Mom’s power coursed through my body and I placed my hands on her cheeks. She smiled at me with a glint of tenderness I’d not seen in years and my eyes clouded up with tears as she placed her forehead against mine.
“Your name,” she said with a strong tinge of pride in her voice, “is Zefira.”
“Thank you, Mom,” I said quietly. “And thanks to you and Dad for not giving me a name like Hazel.”
She beamed at me. “It means ‘breeze’. We named you Zefira because you were the gift that lifted your father out of the darkness of life as a Shadowcull. And now that you know your true name you’d better not go off and create a new Facebook account because you don’t speak of it with anyone outside of your father and me.”
I rolled my eyes. “Well, duh, Mom. I might be fifteen, but I’m not a moron.”
And as quickly as it came, our moment of tender intimacy ended.
Mom’s smile faded as her hand moved down to my shoulder. She gave me a small squeeze and said, “We need to find out what happened to both of those boys, so we might as well begin by looking for clues at the C-Train station. Sound good?”
I arched my eyebrows because I’d never gone sleuthing with my mother before; I’d always had Marcus helping me along. Still, with her heightened magical sensitivity along with my newfound abilities, it was probably a good idea. Two magical heads had to be better than one.
“It’s been more than twenty-four hours since the attack on Mike Olsen, but maybe there’s something I missed,” I said.
Mom picked up her purse from between her legs and placed it in her lap. “Your father would sometimes return to the scene of an occurrence two or three times,” she said, as she rifled through her purse. “I hope you don’t mind having your mother helping you on this… I might be a royal pain in the ass sometimes, but my heart is in the right place. Now drink the potion you forgot to drink this morning and we’ll get started.”
She handed me a small phial and I pulled off the plastic cap and sniffed. “Your potion smells gross,” I said grumpily. “But I’ve learned my lesson.”
She nodded as she opened a phial for herself. “It’s super-concentrated, but it will work. Now drink.”
I downed the phial of potion and grimaced. “OK, Mom. Let’s go do this.”
 
We headed into the Southland C-Train station and bought a pair of tickets. It was shortly past four in the afternoon and outside of a busker who was strumming “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen”
on a guitar, the terminal itself was nearly empty. We said little to each other as we rode the escalator down to the C-Train platform and I buttoned up the collar on my winter coat as we strode through the doors onto the platform and out into the biting cold.
“Where did you find him?” Mom asked as she rubbed her gloved hands together.
I pointed to the south end of the platform. “Over there,” I said flatly. “And if you look up the tracks about a hundred meters or so, you’ll see the power box I whacked.”
The hard-packed snow crunched loudly beneath our feet as we walked across the full length of the platform. Another squall of wind whipped up a pair of tiny spirals of snow that ran up both sets of train tracks. I stopped at the location where Mike Olsen had been standing.
“He was right here,” I said as I slipped my amulet into the recess on my Shadowcull’s band. “Mike stood on this very spot and just stared off into space.”
“And remind me what happened then?” Mom asked as she glanced at the copper band.
“Mike wouldn’t budge and the C-Train was coming. I hexed the power box and jolted him so that we could push him away from the edge.”
I watched as her eyes panned over the entire platform. Mom stretched out her right hand and spread her fingers wide and I felt the tug of her magic. I shrugged hard and decided to do the same thing; maybe the amplification effect of my Shadowcull’s band would help me home in on any residual magic faster than my mother.
What happened next surprised even me. I shut my eyes tight and reached out with my Sight. I took a deep breath and then opened my eyes again only to see a series of gray-green threads of energy wafting high above the platform. They seemed to dance and flutter in the chill breeze, twisting and churning into smoke-like shapes with long tendrils of energy hanging down like cobwebs onto the platform itself.
“Holy… Can you see that, Mom?” I asked.
She shook her head. “No, but I can feel it. What are you seeing?”
I pushed my senses further hoping to latch onto a trace of the malice I’d felt twenty-four hours earlier, only this time there was nothing. The energy simply drifted through the air, although there was enough power contained within each of the threads of magic to fuel a small spell. But it was as if the energy had been unplugged from its source and was waiting for instructions.
I gave my head a quick shake and cut myself off from my Sight. I glanced over to my mother and from the look of intense concentration on her face I could tell that she was really struggling to latch onto what I’d detected. She pursed her lips tightly and then snapped out of it, shaking out her right wrist as if it had a cramp in it.
“Damn,” she grumbled. “I could feel it, but I couldn’t see it.”
“Do you have your focus?”
She pulled off the glove from her right hand and held her hand out to show me. Inside was the familiar copper chain and tiny oval amulet she’d used all her life.
“I might be over forty, but I’m not losing it. I’m never without my focus. I’m just surprised that even with my charm I couldn’t see the trace of energy around this place.”
I shook my head. “It’s not trace energy, Mom. It’s big and it’s like it’s alive somehow. It’s just shifting and twisting about; like it’s waiting for something.”
She gazed up through the glass roof that spanned the entire platform and pursed her lips tightly together as a southbound train pulled up. The doors opened with a loud swoosh, and then a dozen or so people exited the train and headed into the station.
“We’re done here,” Mom said, turning on her heels.
“But what about the mass of energy – it’s not doing anything. Shouldn’t it have dissipated by now?”
“Yes, it should have, and that’s what has me worried.”
I blinked. “How come?”
Her eyes narrowed sharply and she said, “Because whoever is behind this wanted you to come back here. They wanted you to see it. They’re showing off.”
I gazed up at the cloud of energy as it shifted in mid-air. “Maybe… but whoever is behind this is discounting one simple fact.”
“What’s that?” Mom asked.
I grunted. “They’ve not taken into account there’s now two generations of white witches coming after them.”



 
CHAPTER 9
 
“Retrace your steps from the moment you and Marcus arrived here this morning,” said Mom as she stepped out of the car and headed towards the McDonalds. Six hours had passed since the blinding snowstorm of doom and the accompanying traffic chaos on McLeod Trail.
I climbed out after her and gazed down at the busy roadway. It was as if the tragedy that took place only a few hours earlier hadn’t happened. The tent I’d been sitting in along with Marcus as the police took our statements was gone. The road itself was scraped clean of snow, right down to the pavement, and the car that had nearly ploughed into my boyfriend had been towed away. The only reminders of what happened here was the visible damage to the poplar tree the car had smashed into, along with a small collection of flowers lying on the snow atop the median strip that marked the spot where Travis had died.
And just as at the Southland C-Train station, I could see a swirling mass of energy high above the restaurant.
I stood next to my mother, my hands outstretched in hope of latching onto the will that had shaped the magical energy, but there was none to be found. Only the occasional spectral flickering of gray-green light that danced about within the cloud.
“Same thing as before,” I said firmly. “Just like at the train station.”
Mom nodded. “Alright. Let’s head into the restaurant. I want to see everything.”
I gave a small shrug and trudged across the snow-packed parking lot with my mother in tow. We stepped inside the McDonald’s and together we pushed our way through the large crowd at the counter. Surprisingly, the table where Marcus and I had been eating earlier was vacant, so I took my mother by the hand and led her over. We took our seats and Mom breathed out hard. She was clearly frustrated and I couldn’t blame her one bit. At least she wasn’t pissed off with me, though, that had to count for something.
“What time were you both sitting here?” she asked as her eyes panned over the nearly-packed-to-capacity dining area.
“Like, around nine or so,” I replied. “And seriously, Mom, I didn’t detect even the tiniest ripple of magic when we got here. That’s what has me worried.”
She turned her attention to me and said, “Damned right you should be worried because this is going to happen again. I don’t detect any residual energy, so you need to close your eyes and tell me what you saw in the moments before Travis walked out from behind the counter.”
We witches can share a psychic link and when two witches join hands and channel their collective spiritual energy, well, it’s a lot like having a front row seat to someone’s memories. It’s a hell of a lot easier than trying to describe what you saw hours or days or weeks ago, and all it takes to share your memories is a moment of intense concentration.
Oh, and a whole lot of trust, because tapping into someone’s memories is a deeply intimate act.
I took Mom’s other hand in mine and closed my eyes. Her magic flowed through me as I pushed aside a day’s worth of intense emotion, focusing only on what my eyes could see when Marcus and I were eating breakfast.
“Can you hear my thoughts, Mom?” I asked through a haze of cloudy vignettes of people sitting down and eating their breakfasts. I drew deeper into my memories until I could feel myself dematerialize as nothing more than a shadow in time. Seconds later Mon appeared next to me, still holding my hand.
“I’m here now, Julie. Look around the restaurant; there has to be a clue somewhere.”
We were limited by my memories of what happened in the moments before Travis Butler walked out of the McDonald’s and right into morning traffic. Using my Sight, the image of Marcus’s worried face appeared. He was carrying a small tray with our breakfast and he took a seat in front of me. Mom’s grip on my hand tightened as she shared my memories. Then my memories showed us the solitary figure of Willard Schubert as he stared out the window and into the parking lot.
“Who is this boy?” Mom asked. “Why did you notice him even though Marcus was sitting right in front of you?”
“I’m not sure,” I said, my voice echoed like we were talking inside a cavern. “Maybe because I feel sorry for him, I guess. His name is Willard Schubert.”
“Why do you feel sorry for him?”
A tiny fluttering of pity coursed through me as my memory slowed to a standstill. I froze the moment in time from earlier in the day as I looked on Willard. He wasn’t a nice looking boy; in fact, his oily, acne-covered face and neck made me cringe.
And I didn’t like that aspect of myself.
I blinked a few times as I watched his movements in ultra-slow motion. He nibbled on a hash brown patty, and that’s when I noticed his eyes. They seemed to flash with anger as he gazed through his thick glasses at the falling snow. The restaurant had been busy with its usual morning rush, but I saw that the closest patrons to Willard were three tables to his right, and that’s when something clicked – I remembered that in our two classes together, he always sat alone and the closest student would be about two or three desks away, as if the empty desks were a barrier of some kind.
“He’s so freaking lonely, Mom,” I said with a note of sadness in my voice. “Look at him, he’s all by himself. He doesn’t have any friends at school and he gets picked on a lot.”
“More than Marcus?” she asked.
“More than anyone I know,” I replied. “I can’t imagine what it must be like for Willard; he’s never been given a chance by anyone.”
I felt Mom’s hand squeezing mine. “You have it in your power to help this boy, Julie. You could become his friend if you chose to. You need to remember that loneliness is crippling. It can lead to envy and then to hatred, a perfect breeding ground for malice under the right circumstances.”
“He isn’t a practitioner,” I answered back. “But you’re right, I could become his friend.”
“So, why don’t you?”
I didn’t answer right away. Willard Schubert was as far from being a magical threat to the world as I am at becoming a math professor. He was the bottom rung of the social ladder for a thousand reasons and there was nothing I could do to change that. It’s not like Marcus or I could elevate the kid’s social status. Not when Marcus himself winds up on the receiving end of bullshit from higher beings like Mike Olsen. Not when the popular girls at school whisper behind my back every time I pass by their chattering little cliques that gather in the main foyer at lunchtime.
I was making excuses, though, because Mom was right. And it pained me to admit that while I could befriend Willard, I chose not to because I didn’t want what little social status I possessed to disappear. I didn’t want to find myself getting picked on. I didn’t want people sitting three desks away from me.
Wow… Am I that shallow?
“Because I don’t want to become him,” I said quietly. “I guess that makes me a terrible person.”
A pulse of my mother’s magic caressed my senses and, in the world of my shared memories, I turned to face her. Her shadow image gazed at me with a look of understanding in her eyes. “It makes you human, Julie. That boy could be the loneliest soul at your school, but even back in my day, high school was hard work. I’d have likely felt the same way that you do. But it wouldn’t kill you to at least throw him a friendly ‘hello’ every once in a while, just to let him know that he isn’t entirely alone in the world. Now, what else did you see?”
The memory-sound of the restaurant manager shouting at Travis Butler filled my ears. I directed my gaze at the front counter. I caught the tail-end of Travis heading out the door and I froze the image in my mind.
“There goes Travis,” I said in a near whisper. “Out the door and straight into traffic… And I couldn’t save him.”
Mom’s hand squeezed mind again and she said, “Look, he’s covered with larvae.”
Suddenly my mental pairing with Mom ended. She released her grip and I slowly opened my eyes to see her staring hard at the parking lot outside the restaurant.
“This confirms our suspicions,” I said with a hint of dread in my voice.
She nodded. “That boy was most certainly infected with Soul Worms. We don’t have any physical evidence other than the residual magic here, at the spot where Travis Butler died and at the C-Train Station.”
I nodded and glanced at my watch. “I need to corner Mike Olsen… I think this is where we part company for now, Mom. If you show up on his doorstep alongside me, his parents will probably think that Mike got me pregnant or something.”
Mom snorted and her lips arched up into a thin smile. “Please, Julie, one crisis at a time! Go there now, talk to this boy and see what you can find out.”
 
Mom dropped me off a block and a half away from Mike Olsen’s house. It was beginning to get dark outside, and I knew that as soon as the sun went down the temperature would plummet another ten degrees.
Did I mention that I hate winter?
Thin plumes of white smoke drifted high into the air from the chimneys of each house on the street while multi-colored Christmas lights twinkled in the gathering darkness. After about five minutes of crunching through the snow, I spotted Mike Olsen’s house. His family has some money. Parked on their triple car driveway was a BMW SUV, a brand new Ford pickup truck with a pair of shining new snowmobiles strapped onto a platform atop the box and Mike Olsen’s snow-covered Audi A-4.
And there was a city police car with the engine running.
I stopped dead in my tracks. “What the hell?” I whispered.
I reached for my phone so I could text Marcus about what I was seeing, but then I remembered that Mom had zapped it. I couldn’t stand outside on the street all night and it was clear there would be no chance to question Mike Olsen if the cops were going to be hanging at his house for any length of time. I was just about to head back home when I felt a faint tingle of magic, like a draft sneaking in through a crack in a wall. I dashed behind a snow bank and snapped my charm into my Shadowcull’s band. Instantly the tingle of magic became more pronounced, pulsing every few seconds like a faint heartbeat.
Somewhere nearby was another practitioner and I knew that whoever it was couldn’t be a white witch; the sharp tang of evil tainted the air. I stretched out my hand to home in on where the energy was the strongest. A minivan drove by, kicking up a spray of ice and snow in its wake as I shut my eyes and gritted my teeth together in concentration. I pivoted my body on the balls of my feet and reached out with my Sight. When I opened my eyes, the police car was dripping with threads of malice that seeped through the cracks in the doors and onto the frozen street.
“Damn it,” I hissed. “The cop is a practitioner? What the hell would they want with a dumbass like Mike Olsen?”
I had a choice to make. I could wait outside Mike Olsen’s house until the police officer returned to her vehicle, then I could force a confrontation and all hell would break loose in a residential neighborhood. If I had wheels, I could tail the cop, but that was out of the question. Rather than engage in a magical duel with a practitioner who I hadn’t yet measured up – and one that was most definitely armed with a Glock – I decided that questioning Mike would have to wait.
I grabbed a pen out of the inside of my coat and pulled off my glove with my teeth. The number “forty-two” was painted on the left fender of the car and I scribbled it down on my hand. There had to be a way to figure out who the police officer was. Maybe if I called the station the duty officer might let me know who was assigned to that vehicle.
Disappointed that my interrogation was going to have to wait, I slipped my glove back onto my hand and quickly walked back up the street toward home.
I didn’t have a clue what the hell Mike Olsen had gotten himself mixed up in, but one student was dead and there was every reason to believe that if Mike Olsen and Travis Butler were targeted, the killer would strike again.
Soon.



 
CHAPTER 10
 
I reported back home and informed Mom about the police car that was dripping with malicious energy. All we had to do to track the practitioner would be to follow the police car one night until they finished their shift and then tail them back to their home. This was after Mom informed me the police probably weren’t in the business of giving out the names of their officers over the phone. This would mean possibly staking out Mike’s house to see if the officer returned; at least that would be a starting point.
I did manage to get a good night’s sleep and when I woke up on Monday morning, I had a quick shower and grabbed three Special K bars for my breakfast. I hadn’t talked with Marcus since the death of Travis Butler and I needed to give him an update.
There’s something surreal about heading off to school when one of your fellow students has died unexpectedly. There’s a hush about the hallways as classmates text one another furiously and the rumors fly faster than free tickets to an NHL game. According to Marcus, the news of Travis’s death hit Facebook within one hour of the automotive carnage on McLeod Trail – probably around the time that someone put flowers on the cement divider between north and southbound lanes of the busy roadway. Believe it or not, I don’t have a Facebook account. I find it to be a massive waste of time because I hate the gossip mill. That and there’s the whole servo parvulus thing; in short, I’m not allowed to be on it thanks to an edict from my mother.
According to the object of my affection, a couple of hours of postings appeared on Travis Butler’s wall expressing shock and dismay. This was followed quickly by an outpouring of grief that spilled over into all the social networks by suppertime. To everyone at Crescent Ridge High School, Travis Butler had either committed suicide or was hit by oncoming traffic, but I knew the truth. He was murdered. Period. End of story.
And I sure as hell was going to find out who killed him.
I stood in the foyer alongside Marcus and stared at the notice that had been posted by the school administration on the giant bulletin board; right next to the large sign announcing the upcoming school Holiday Season Dance, set for the coming Tuesday night. (We don’t call it a Christmas dance due to the multicultural makeup of the school.) There was a yearbook photo of Travis along with the words, “Classes Canceled for Today. There will be a Memorial Service in the Gym at 9 AM. Grief Counselors will be available – please contact the Guidance Department to arrange for an appointment.”
Marcus emitted a tiny sigh. “Geez… I don’t know what to think. I mean, I didn’t know Travis that well, but he did add me as a friend on Facebook which is surprising seeing as how I’m persona non grata at school. This just feels unworldly.”
I draped my arms over his shoulders and then I gave him a tiny peck on the nose and forced a smile.
“Are you OK?” I asked, quietly. “Do you need to talk with someone? You had a close call on Sunday.”
Marcus shuffled his feet and he lowered his gaze. “Maybe. I mean, I feel a little bit guilty because I could have been killed and instead it’s Travis who is going to be having a funeral. My mother is freaked right out about this, she almost didn’t let me go to school today. Fuck, Julie… This is all so messed up.”
This was serious, because Marcus never drops the F-bomb. Ever. He buried his face into my shoulder and squeezed my waist with his bony arms as he let out a quiet little sob.
I pulled him close and whispered in his ear. “Marcus, I’m going to find out who did this. I promise you that I’m going to find them and…”
He pulled back from me and looked into my eyes. “And do what? Kill them? Jesus, you’re not really thinking that, are you?”
I chewed my lip for a moment as I returned Marcus’ gaze. All around us were small groups of students engaged in quiet conversation and the air was filled with the sound of ringtones from dozens of phones as they texted back and forth.
“This was a murder that no homicide detective will ever solve in a thousand years, Marcus,” I said firmly. “Last night, I headed over to Mike Olsen’s house to talk with him. There was a police car parked out front with the engine running. It was dripping with malicious energy.”
“Holy crap, what are you saying, that a cop is behind this?”
I shrugged hard. “Maybe… Possibly. Look, there won’t be any police investigation because to everyone but you, me, my mother and Betty, it looks like Travis got hit by a car. More people are going to wind up dead until whoever did this is stopped, and I’m going to stop them. Count on it.”
Marcus gave my hand a small squeeze. “Everything about your life flies in the face of the way things are supposed to be. As long as I’ve known you, I’ve seen so much stuff that can’t be explained and I’ve given up trying to do it. But now with Mike Olsen and Travis, Jeez, we’re just freaking teenagers, for crying out loud.”
I placed my hands on his cheeks and looked into his eyes. “Magic doesn’t play by anyone’s rules other than those of the person who is wielding it. This might be about me or my mother or someone with an old score to settle. It’s cool if you want to lay low during this, Marcus.”
He shook his head. “I didn’t say that wanted to lay low, Julie. I’m just… I’m just scared is all. Magic and now murder… It’s all terrifying when you take the time to think about it. What sucks is that it has taken a guy getting killed to make everything hit home.”
Marcus had a right to be scared. Magic can be terrifying even to someone like me who has been learning their craft since they were a little kid. There are times when I think about the power that I wield, a power amplified by the copper band on my right wrist, and I shudder at what it all means. I possess enough skill to kill a person – to kill lots of people, but I use that power as a force for good. The person who killed Travis had turned their power into an abomination, and it was clear that both Marcus and I had long been taking his exposure to my magical life for granted.
I took his hands once more and tried to give him a hopeful smile. “Marcus, you have always been a part of my magical life, but things have changed and neither of us has had much of a chance to prepare ourselves for what it means. Half the time, I’m trying to figure out what it all means and I’m the person wearing the copper band. But we’re an amazing team and I can’t think of anyone I’d rather have standing by my side when the shit starts flying.”
He nodded and smiled back. “The shit started flying on the weekend, Julie. And if Mike and Travis were targeted, it means that nobody at Crescent Ridge is safe. I’d rather be doing something about it, so I’m in.”
Did I mention that Marcus Guffman is awesome? He was scared to death and he still had my back.
We had about thirty minutes to kill before the memorial service in the gym, so I decided that it would be a good opportunity to see if we could track down Mike Olsen and find out what he was doing in the moments before he came under magical attack.
You know, assuming that I could get him away from his friends for long enough to grill him.
I reached into the front pocket of my jeans and felt for my amulet. I’m a little paranoid about losing it now that I know it’s one half of a Shadowcull’s weapon. I exhaled in relief as my fingertips brushed against the embossed sigil on its surface.
“We have a bit of time before the service,” I said as I looked around at the throngs of students whose eyes were fixed firmly on their handheld devices. “Care to do a little detective work, Mr Guffman?”
Marcus glanced at his watch and then adjusted the strap on his backpack. “If it’s going to help us find whoever did this so I can breathe a little easier, then I’m all for it. Where do you want to start?”
I motioned with my thumb to the hallway immediately to my right. “Mike Olsen. Your nemesis and victim of a Soul Worm attack. Let’s do this thing.”
 
I downed a phial of potion and gagged as Marcus and I pushed through small groups of students who were gathered in front of their lockers or standing in the middle of the hallway texting and, the entire time, I kept my amulet clutched tightly in my hand as I focused on detecting even the tiniest current of supernatural energy. It’s a lot like playing Where’s Waldo?, because every single person alive carries a magical signature; each tingle of energy feels similar to the next and what I was searching for would be something stained with intense emotions – the building blocks for a malicious spell.
All around me the hushed voices of fellow students spoke of the same thing: Travis Butler’s suicide. The general tone of discussion ringing through my ears ranged from rumors of a breakup with his girlfriend to plain old disbelief that someone so popular could actually be dead, so I shut out the voices and focused a little bit harder until I found what I was looking for.
Except what I found wasn’t anything like what I was expecting. Instead of sensing a foreign surge of spiritual energy amid the collected auras of the dozens upon dozens of students filling the hallway, there was a hole.
I stopped in my tracks and squeezed my amulet tighter in my hand and I pushed my senses further. All around me pulsed spiritual energy that flowed out from the bodies of my fellow students in hundreds of thin, wispy tendrils. The whole hall was filled with a vaporous curtain of weak magic, save for one small area of absolutely nothing – a small pocket of emptiness from which nothing emanated.
I released my grip on my amulet and pointed down the hall. “Over there,” I said nodding to a quiet corner of the hallway. “It’s like a spiritual dead zone.”
“Dead as in another ghost?” Marcus whispered in my ear.
I shook my head. “No, dead as in just a bubble of absolutely nothing at all. Let’s check it out.”
We walked down the hall a few hundred feet and spotted a familiar form sitting on the floor in front of his locker with his arms dangling over his knees. It was Mike Olsen, his backpack beside him. His face bore no expression as he looked at the floor, only he wasn’t in a trance like at the C-Train station. Mike just sat there, his eyes slowly blinking every few seconds.
“He looks stoned,” said Marcus as we headed in Mike’s direction.
I nodded. “Yeah, except he isn’t. He looks… I don’t know, just messed.”
Marcus grunted said, “For the record, Mike has a built-in nerd detector. In the past he’d know if I was coming from a hundred yards away and under normal circumstances, I’d have been ganged-up on by now. There’s something wrong with him.”
“No doubt,” I replied. “Let’s go talk to him.”
We pushed through a trio of students who were gossiping away about Mike Olsen’s dishevelled appearance and who were convinced he was strung out on something. We stopped in front of him and he didn’t even look up. Not freaking once.
I knelt down in front of the giant defensive back and studied his face for a short moment. His hair was matted and flat on one side and body odor filled my nostrils. Small patches of facial hair on his chin and both cheeks showed that he hadn’t shaved in a couple of days, and there was a spot of dried-up food at the corner of his mouth. His blue eyes which, under normal circumstances, carried a glint of mischief, seemed empty; as if even the tiniest flicker of interest had been purposefully removed.
“Mike, you need to take a shower, dude,” said Marcus as he knelt down opposite me. “Cheerleaders don’t do man-stink.”
Mike didn’t reply to Marcus’s deliberate attempt to get a rise out of him. He didn’t move. His eyes simply looked straight ahead; as if he were focused on something only he could see.
I placed my hand over Mike’s right hand and reached out with my spirit to see if I could get a read on his thoughts. Instead of being instantly met with a slideshow of memory images, there was nothing. It was as if a giant blackboard eraser had wiped his brain clean. I narrowed my eyes for a moment and wondered whether the jolt of magic I’d used to zap his central nervous system at the C-Train station had done any damage when Mike opened his mouth and said one single word.
“Tired,” he said quietly. His voice didn’t carry even a hint of emotion. It was flat and toneless.
I squeezed his hand and leaned in to listen because I had to get him talking.
“Too much partying on the weekend, Mike?” Marcus asked as he gave Mike’s shoulder a small shake. “I’d say I was sympathetic, but I’ve never been to one of your parties so I don’t exactly have a frame of reference.”
Mike slowly blinked and I watched as he broke his stare. His eyes slowly rolled to Marcus and he whispered two words.
“Guffman… dweeb.”
Marcus glanced at me and shrugged his shoulders. “Hey, he’s not completely gone, Julie. At least he recognizes me, so that’s a good thing, right?”
I nodded. “I think so… Mike, how are you feeling right now?”
What he said next sent a tremor of fear that shot down straight into the pit of my stomach.
“Empty,” he said as he slowly turned his head in my direction.
I looked over my shoulder to see that a throng of students had gathered around. A few held their phones in front of their bodies to take pictures of a clearly messed-up Mike Olsen.
An enormous figure pushed through the small gathering of students and squatted down in front of Mike’s feet. It was Stephen Greyeyes; a massive linebacker from the football team who actually made Mike Olsen look small by comparison.
“He’s been like that all weekend,” said Stephen. “Nobody on the team wants anything to do with this asshole. We don’t hang with stoners.”
Um, wow.
One of the most popular kids at Crescent Ridge High School had just pronounced judgement on Mike Olsen and instantly the air was filled with the sound of fingers plugging away at the keyboards of dozens of phones. In minutes, word about Mike Olsen being a stoner would be the second most talked-about thing at school, and, what’s worse, he was now one of us.
A so-called loser. No social status. Nothing, nada, zip, zilch, zero.
And Marcus, surprisingly, would have none of it. He stood up. “So that’s how it works, then?”
Stephen Greyeyes got back to his feet. He literally towered over skinny five foot eight Marcus. “How what works, bone sack?”
What I saw next even gave me pause to rub at my eyes in disbelief.
“Mike Olsen,” said Marcus. “On Friday he’s a star defensive back and a popular dude at school and on Monday he’s been sent back to the minor leagues based on an accusation from you because, for some insane reason, your popularity gives your accusation instant credibility. Seriously, I think that physics might be wasted on me because social anthropology is what’s at work here.”
Stephen Greyeyes took a threatening step forward. He gave Marcus a hard push and the object of my affection slammed into the locker behind him so hard the sound of crunching metal echoed down the hallway.
“You saying I’m a Neanderthal, Guffman? Cuz if that’s what you’re saying it’s fucking on right now.”
I quickly got back to my feet and was about to lash out at Stephen Greyeyes with a hex that would blow him back to the stone age when Marcus motioned for me to calm down. He gave his head a small shake and then he did either the gutsiest or most stupid thing I’d ever seen him do in my life. Marcus dug his feet into the tiled floor and adopted a protective stance right in front of Mike Olsen, and mere inches from the monster linebacker’s chest, I might add.
Marcus glared up at the towering figure and narrowed his eyes menacingly. “It’s a forgone conclusion that you could easily destroy me using less than five percent of your physical strength, Steve. It would also give all these fucking drones watching us something more to gab about while they muddle their way through yet another drama-filled day at Crescent Ridge High School. It might even give you some satisfaction to beat the living shit out of a lower life form like me… But you won’t.”
Whoa – another F-bomb from Marcus!
Stephen Greyeyes dug his finger into Marcus’s chest. “Big words coming from a turd like you, Guffman. What makes you think I won’t stomp all over your skinny loser ass?”
Marcus calmly smiled and said, “Because there’s no sport in it, Steve-o. It would be like burning ants with a magnifying glass on a hot August afternoon. What’s happening here is a sociological phenomenon that entrenches the pecking order of high school. I’m no threat to your reputation, am I?”
Stephen Greyeyes blinked. “No. You’re a fucking retard.”
Marcus raised a finger. “Exactly. I’m a retard. Now, you’re a star linebacker for a team that just three weeks ago won the City Cup, right?”
“Yeah… So?”
“So, you sacked QE High’s quarterback six times during that championship game. Dude, you’re at the very apex of popularity and if you kick the crap out of me – and you just know it’ll be on YouTube within minutes – what are people going to think about a massively popular guy like you beating the living shit out of a lesser organism like me? It’s total overkill. I’m no threat to you, Steve. If there’s a threat to your popularity at all, well, it’s what you decide to do in the next ten seconds.”
OK. The hell with what I said about Marcus dropping the F-Bomb. He’d just logic-nuked Stephen Greyeyes straight out of the freaking exosphere.
The massive linebacker made a big show of rolling his eyes. “Whatever,” he snorted. The crowd that had gathered to watch the potential beat down whispered amongst themselves, and at least three people were holding their smart phones over their heads making a video of the proceedings.
“Olsen’s a stoner and you’re still a retard, Guffman. I’m not going to waste my time on you.”
And with that, Stephen Greyeyes turned on his heels and pushed through the cluster of onlookers. I dropped back down to one knee and gave Mike Olsen a small nudge.
“Mike, do you remember anything about last Saturday? You told us that you don’t remember how you wound up at the C-Train station. You said that you were using your PlayStation. Can you tell me anything else?”
He looked up at me and offered a tiny shrug. “It doesn’t matter, Julie. Nothing really matters anymore, don’t you get it? Someone is coming, like they’re clawing at my brain from the inside. They’re coming and nothing is going to be the same ever again.”
“But what about football, Mike?” asked Marcus. “The NFL wild card game is next weekend. You’re going to watch, right?”
Mike shrugged again and said, “No… I just don’t care.”
This wasn’t Mike Olsen we were talking to. He smelled like he hadn’t showered in a couple of days and things that mattered to him didn’t even strike a chord. No emotion. Nothing.
“We’ll talk later, Mike,” I said as I gestured for Marcus to follow me. We headed out the east doors and into the student parking lot. The sun was shining in a frigid blue sky and its reflection on the snow caused me to squint as I turned to face Marcus.
“What do you think?” he asked.
I shielded my eyes with my forearm to reduce the glare and said, “Mike’s been altered somehow. That spell changed him completely and the clawing at the inside of his brain reference? He’s still under someone’s control. Oh, and by the way, your little face-to-face stare down with Stephen Greyeyes was the dumbest thing I’ve ever seen you do. It was also amazingly hot. Thought you should know.”
He smiled at me. “Like I said before, I’m an amalgam of dashing, dumb and devoted. But back to Mike, what do we do to help him?”
I glanced at my watch. It was ten minutes to nine in the morning and the memorial service for Travis Butler would be starting soon.
“I’m not sure if there’s anything that can be done, Betty knows more about this stuff than I do. But there’s one dead student and one zombified student in two days. There might be a counterspell. We need to talk with my mother and see if there’s anything we can do to help Mike.”
Marcus nodded. “Any ideas on why Mike and Travis were targeted?”
I shook my head and sighed heavily. “Not a clue. Still, the one thing that has my undivided attention is that Mike told me someone was coming.”
Marcus grimaced. “That’s not the first time we’ve heard that. Remember back in Holly Penske’s office? Betty said that you weren’t prepared for what was to come.”
I clenched my jaw tightly. “Don’t think that hasn’t been at the top of my mind. Let’s go to the memorial service, and after that, we’ll head back to my place.”
“Got an idea on what we do next?” he asked.
“Yep,” I said as I pulled open the door and headed back into the school. “We try to figure out what Mike’s cryptic message is all about. Personally, I think we’re going to be heading into a witch storm of epic proportions.”
He locked his fingers around mine and squeezed. “And me with no umbrella. Let’s go.”



 
CHAPTER 11
 
There were more than eight hundred students attending Crescent Ridge High School and every one of them was packed tightly inside the gym. It was standing room only as Marcus and I pushed through the doors to see row upon row of teenagers seated on uncomfortable folding metal chairs. I scanned for a place to sit and saw there were none, so I walked over to the bleachers, noticing a solitary figure on the highest tier who was sitting all by himself.
It was Willard Schubert and in his hands was a paperback novel. I gave Marcus a gentle elbow to the ribs and pointed at Willard.
“There’s Willard Schubert. Remember he was at McDonalds on Saturday? Maybe he saw something we missed.”
Marcus slipped his backpack off his back and then slung it over his right shoulder like a bag of dirty laundry. “Can’t hurt to ask, right?”
We walked over to the bleachers and proceeded to climb up until we were a few feet away from Willard. I glanced at the title of the novel he was reading; it was Carrie, by Stephen King.
“That’s a pretty ancient book,” I said as I took a step forward. “Ever see the movie, Willard?”
He arched his head down and peered over his thick glasses to look at me. “Um… Yeah. It’s not as good as the book, though.”
His hair was a stringy, greasy brown mop and I noticed that his scalp was peppered with dandruff. He was dressed in a blue and white rugby shirt with a white collar, and on the deck next to his right foot was an open bag of popcorn twists and a Red Bull energy drink. He stuck his hand in the bag and grabbed a small handful of popcorn twists, promptly stuffing them in his mouth and then wiping his hands on his jeans.
“Nothing ever is,” I said as I threw him a smile. “I just love that old movie. You know, except for the pig blood part which was gross. Is it OK if we sit here?”
He cocked a wary eyebrow and said, “Doesn’t matter to me.”
I sat down next to him as Marcus stepped gingerly over Willard’s feet and took a seat to his left. He dropped his backpack on the floor of the bleachers and then unzipped his winter coat.
“Pretty sad about Travis Butler,” said Marcus. “A lot of people think that he killed himself, but come on, he walked out into the middle of traffic. Call me crazy, but there are easier ways to end it than that.”
Willard placed the open book on his right knee and gazed out over the heads of the assembly. “Everybody dies. It’s just more shocking when someone like Travis Butler winds up dead,” he said quietly. “Anyway, people like to talk. All they do is live for the bullshit drama. You guys know that by sitting with me you’re going to be part of rumor central, right?”
I snorted. “This is high school, everybody talks about everybody, usually behind each other’s backs. At a certain point in time people are going to realize there’s life beyond FB and their stupid smartphones.”
I felt a slight tug of menace emanating from Willard as he closed his book. He examined me closely and grabbed another handful of popcorn twists. “Your funeral,” said Willard. “No wait… Travis is the dead dude and good riddance. The guy was a supreme asshole.”
I craned my neck over Willard’s shoulder to see Marcus with a surprised look on his face. “What makes you say that?” he asked.
Willard grunted. “A popular student like that who has everything? A good family, cash in his pocket and girls throwing themselves at his feet. Perfect skin and teeth? Look around this place, we’re having a memorial for a fucking god in a lot of people’s minds. Idiots are bawling over Travis… People that didn’t even know him and who he’d never said a single word to in his life. This is all bullshit. Everyone here is fake and I hate this shit.”
Well, that was harsh.
I actually placed a tentative hand on Willard’s shoulder and said, “That’s a pretty damned mean thing to say about Travis, what gives?”
He glanced at my hand through the corner of his eye and then brushed it away. “What gives is that I’m pond scum at this school because of guys like Travis Butler. Assholes throw trash at me. People vandalize my locker. Christ, last week some dickhead broke in and stole my freaking backpack! I get pushed around in the locker room. I hear people talking about me behind my back. You know what, Julie? Maybe I’m angry because I get shit on by assholes all the time, OK? So maybe I have a right to be angry, but what burns me even more is that my guidance counselor told my Mom that she thinks I’m going to go all Columbine or something. So, I’m seeing a shrink… It’s the same shrink that’s up on the stage with the rest of the school staff. She’s OK, though. Actually sometimes I think she’s really the only person who gets me.”
Marcus blinked. “In what way?”
Willard shrugged and grabbed another handful of popcorn twists. “Nothing major. She just doesn’t try to tell me that I have to bottle everything up. She says that I have a right to be angry and I just need to figure out how to deal with it. I’ve seen you getting pushed around, Marcus… You know what I’m talking about.”
I was just about to ask Willard another question when the air filled with an ear-splitting sound of feedback as Principal Eggerton tapped the microphone on the podium. “Students, if I could have everyone’s attention please,” his tinny voice echoed through the gym. I watched on as everyone in the audience turned their attention to the stage.
Principal Eggerton stood at the podium, the gym lights glaring off his bald head and wire-rimmed glasses. To his right was Vice Principal Singh, who was dressed in a brown business suit with a red turban atop his head. It was hard to make out his expression at this distance, but I was pretty sure it matched the grim looks on the faces of all the staff present in the hall. Behind the pair were a dozen teachers seated on wooden benches to the rear of the podium and there was a face I didn’t recognize standing to the right of Principal Eggerton.
“We’re here this morning on a day when all of you should be in class getting ready for exams,” he said. “This is a terrible day for Crescent Ridge, but it’s an even more terrible day for the Butler family. Our thoughts and prayers go out to them. To my right is Dr Caroline Dennis, she’s a clinical psychologist with the Board of Education and she’d like to speak with you all now.”
The only sounds I heard were the occasional cough mixed in with hundreds of whispering voices inside the gym. All eyes were on Dr Dennis as she walked up to the podium. She was just about to open her mouth when my senses detected a strong ripple of someone’s magical signature. I shut my eyes and reached out with my spirit, to see if I could home in on it.
Dr Dennis’s voice poured out of the PA system. “The loss of a fellow student can be a shock to everyone at school, even a large school with hundreds of students like Crescent Ridge. As a culture, we rarely talk about death and perhaps that’s one of the reasons why many of you may be struggling to come to terms with the tragedy that happened at the weekend. Tomorrow night is the annual holiday dance and some of you might be wondering whether or not you should come. Some of you might well feel that it would be inappropriate to have a dance so soon after a tragedy such as this. I want to announce that I have discussed the appropriateness of having the dance with the school administration, and I recommend that it should go on in spite of what has happened. We will be holding a vigil in the gym at the start of the dance. Everyone attending will receive a yellow glow stick and we’ll observe a few moments of silence in remembrance of Travis.”
I shut out the sound of Dr Dennis’s voice and gritted my teeth together as I pushed my senses further and then I opened my eyes to see the collective auras of more than eight hundred people as a muted, gray mass of energy that hovered over their heads like a storm cloud. I gazed out from atop the bleachers and gasped as I felt an intense surge of magical energy emanating from one of the east gym exit doors. It pulsed with growing intensity and a tremor of fear passed through me. Was the person responsible for the death of Travis Butler out there?
I spread out my fingers on my left hand to home in on the mysterious energy trace and in seconds I’d found it, so I shifted my gaze and caught a glimpse of an unfamiliar face. Her eyes were closed tightly and in her right hand dangled a small bead-covered pouch no bigger than a coin purse. The girl’s face had flawless reddish-brown skin and her shining black hair was pulled back tight into a long thick braid; as thick as a cord of rope. It rested on her right shoulder, falling down over the front of her hoodie, and seemed to be wrapped in a fine-looking strand of red, yellow and black beads. Around her neck she wore what appeared to be a hand-crafted beaded bone choker that was about two inches thick.
Like me, the fingers of her left hand were outstretched, and she appeared to be muttering something as her lips were moving, almost in a blur.
“Marcus, stay here for a minute,” I said firmly as I stood up. “I’ll be right back.”
Marcus nodded and said, “Is everything OK?”
“It freaking well wants to be,” I grumbled as I got up and proceeded to climb down the bleachers onto the gym floor. I dashed behind the crowd of students forced to stand because of the numbers in the gym, never once taking my eyes off the girl and thankfully not being cornered by any teachers. My heart was racing and I could feel my pulse throbbing in my temples as I pulled my amulet out of my pocket and snapped it into the recess on my Shadowcull’s band. Instantly my senses exploded with vibrations emanating from the auras of everyone in the gym, but that was nothing compared to the energy coming from the First Nations girl standing no more than twenty feet in front of the east exit doors.
I couldn’t launch an all-out assault in the gym. I just needed to get the girl’s attention enough so that she’d chase me out into the hallway and away from anyone who might wind up on the receiving end of either my magic or hers. I gulped back another small phial of potion to mask my magical signature and grimaced as I ducked underneath the bleachers on the east side of the gym. I could see her clearly now so I slipped into the small alcove of east exit doors and then snuck up right behind her.
I could hear her muttering. The words poured from her lips so fast that I struggled to make out even a single syllable. I got a closer look at the small pouch she was holding in her right hand. The intricate bead work created a magical pattern the likes of which I’d never seen before, and the tiny fetish appeared to be a focus of some kind. Every magical focus I’d ever seen was made from copper; the best conductor for magical energy known to anyone who practices magic. Her fetish looked the same as any other pouch a tourist might find at an Indian craft store, so that told me the strange girl must have something inside the pouch – something that amplified her power similar to that of my Shadowcull’s band.
I took a deep breath because I hadn’t expected that I’d be duking it out with another practitioner so soon after defeating the Matthew Hopkins-possessed Marla Lavik a few weeks back. I needed to cut off the girl’s spell before she unleashed God-knows-what, so I grasped the push bar on the east exit door and then whispered the tiniest of hexes aimed squarely at the bead-covered fetish.
A thin finger of magic shot across the alcove, hitting the fetish dead on, and it slipped from her grasp. She spun around and glared at me, her chestnut-colored eyes flashing with anger as she palmed the fetish and prepared to lash out at me, but I was ready. I pushed through the east exit door and dashed into the hallway. I raced past row upon row of lockers and then I checked over my shoulder to make sure the girl was following me.
And she was.
Her eyes blazed furiously as she gave chase so I ran as fast as my legs would carry me down a flight of stairs and through a pair of doors that led to the basement. I quickly looked around for anything that might wind up being used as a projectile and smiled to myself. The basement corridor was free of clutter so I sprinted down to the far end, around a hundred feet from the stairwell doors. I spun around and readied my magic to nail her the moment she came through the doors, digging my feet into the floor for traction.
I could hear her feet pounding the metal steps so I reached into my magic and thought of a spell that would blow her out of her boots.
But what happened next told me that I wasn’t dealing with someone new to the craft. Instead of appearing through the doorway the doors themselves blew off the hinges in an explosion of magical energy. She’d set up enough of a distraction to allow herself the time she needed to step into the hallway and send her own hex straight at me. I quickly raised a dome of protective energy and the spell bounced off harmlessly into the ceiling.
I prepped another volley of magic and was about to lower my magical shield when the girl did something completely unexpected. She tossed the bead-covered pouch onto the shining cement floor and it landed about twenty feet in front of her. Instantly I could feel her magical signature diminish and I watched in stunned silence as she reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a package of bubble gum. She unwrapped a bright pink cube and tossed the wad into her mouth which she then promptly began chewing.
She blew a bubble and it popped with a loud crack that echoed through the corridor. “You know, I was working when you decided to hex my fetish. I totally hate being interrupted when I’m concentrating. It took me a month to master that tracing spell and you just had to go and mess with my chi.”
I blinked and then spread out my fingers to scan her magical signature for even the tiniest trace of malice.
Another bubble appeared from her lips. She inflated it so that it was half the size of her face and then it popped, so she scraped the gum off her chin with an index finger and stuffed it inside her mouth.
“Oh great,” she said. “Now she decides to scan me for malice. I was making progress until you decided to show up.”
“You’re a witch?” I answered back.
She rolled her eyes. “Uh no, you’re the witch, a pretty powerful witch, too, since you’re clearly skilled enough to mask your magical aura. Up until a few moments ago, I thought that I was the only person with special powers at Crescent Ridge High School. The name is Twyla Standingready and you are?”
I narrowed my eyes and lowered my magic. “Julie Richardson and I’ve been going to Crescent Ridge since September. I’m in Grade Ten and I haven’t a clue why we haven’t picked up each other’s magic until now.”
She snorted. “Because I just transferred in two weeks ago. I moved to the city from Big Bear Lake. I live with my grandfather. He was doing a sweat lodge ceremony on Saturday and said he had a vision. He’s a medicine man for the tribal council. He told me that he saw a boy walking into a blizzard and the boy was killed. He said the kid had been marked with a black hand that was placed on his spirit. I heard about Travis through Facebook so I put one and one together.”
I eyeballed the girl closely. Clearly she was skilled in an advanced form of native magic. The source of their power is still the individual practitioner’s spirit, but the methods by which they cast spells and the spells themselves are a mystery to non-natives. Shamans are healers; they’re highly spiritual people and they’re an important member of a tribe or band.
And I was staring down the hall at a shaman who for all I knew was just as powerful as me.
“Do you yield?” I said trying to sound like I wasn’t even remotely intimidated.
Twyla’s eyes narrowed and she glanced at her fetish and then back at me. “Do I yield? What kind of stupid question is that? We aren’t in driving school here, white girl. You’re not the one I’m after so there’s not a whole hell of a lot of point in my wasting an ounce of energy fighting with you. Still, it looks like we’re after the same thing.”
I slipped my amulet out of the recess on my Shadowcull’s band and gripped it tightly. “I don’t even know what I’m after yet,” I said as I strode back up the corridor. I stopped when I arrived at the fetish she’d thrown onto the floor. “All I know is that somebody killed Travis Butler and the day before that someone nearly killed Mike Olsen. A practitioner is enthralling students; they’re infecting them with a spell that I’ve never seen before – Soul Worms.”
“Ugh,” Twyla said, her voice taking on an edge of disbelief. “Magical worms… What the hell are those?”
“The technical name for the spell is Carrion Phage, about as dark a mind control spell as you can get.”
She grunted and I watched closely as she knelt down to pick up her tiny fetish. She loosened the draw string and opened the small pouch so that I could look inside. I saw hundreds upon hundreds of tiny beads, each one no bigger than the head of a pin and each a different color. I self-consciously covered my Shadowcull’s band with the sleeve of my shirt because the magical energy coming from inside that small leather pouch felt very old and very sacred. She quickly pulled the leather drawstring back and closed the tiny pouch.
“Those are lovely,” I said warmly. “Do they work on black magic? Because that’s what we’re dealing with.”
A thin smile formed on her face and she nodded. “Every single one of those beads carries a fragment of the living spirit of all my people. The pouch is made from deer hide and each bead is a symbol of my people. My grandfather is the spiritual elder for our band and I’ve been his pupil since I started walking. These beads work on everything.”
Whoa. Twyla Standingready was an apprentice just like me. She motioned for me to follow and then she headed back down the corridor to the doorway leading to the main floor of the school.
“I’m an adept,” I said as we reached the stairwell. “I’ve been my mother’s student since I was little, only lately things have changed for me in a big, big way.”
She cocked and eyebrow and glanced at me out of the corner of her eye. “I can see that. You have a thick copper band attached to your wrist and a charm. I take it they work together to help your magic along?”
The sound of our footsteps echoed through the stairwell as we climbed the stairs. “Something like that,” I replied. “Look… I don’t know you from Adam, but it might be worthwhile to partner up on this… whatever this is.”
Twyla pushed open the doors to the main floor and I could see hundreds of students pouring out of the gym, so we headed back to the east exit doors and waited until the crowd thinned out.
“Partners, huh?” she said, leaning her back against the wall. “I guess that two heads are better than one.”
I raised a finger. “Actually there are three heads. My boyfriend Marcus is helping me find whoever did this.”
She frowned. “And he’s like us?”
I shook my head. “No, he’s not like you and me. But he’s wickedly smart and he knows that I’m not exactly the same as other girls at Crescent Ridge.”
She arched her eyebrows. “He knows the truth of what you are? That’s insanely dangerous for the pair of you. When do I get to meet him?”
Another dozen or so students filtered out the door and it closed with a loud hiss. I pulled it open and stepped into the gym then I glanced up at the bleachers. Marcus was sitting by himself and Willard Schubert was nowhere to be seen.
“You can meet him right now,” I said, pointing to the bleachers. “Don’t worry, Twyla. Marcus has my back.”
“That’s good to know,” she said grimly. “But if he’s got no magical skill and nothing to defend himself, I can’t help but wonder who’s got his.”
 



 
CHAPTER 12
 
Marcus waved at me and then grabbed my coat along with my backpack. He climbed down off the bleachers, his own backpack dangling off his right elbow and thumping against his hip.
“Hiya,” he said. “Willard took off once the assembly ended. That dude has got some serious anger issues. Did you find what you were looking for?”
“Not exactly. This is Twyla Standingready. She’s looking into this stuff as well and she’s got a secret life, too.”
Marcus handed me my backpack and coat then he stretched out a bony hand in front of Twyla. She stared at it for a second before taking it.
“Interesting,” she said as she closed her eyes. “You’re honest, Marcus. I’m kind of surprised by that because most people who shake hands with me… Well, let’s just say I can immediately feel whether they’re good, bad or somewhere in between.”
“I aspire to be a good guy,” he answered. “Actually, sometimes I think I’m one half of a superhero team, thanks to Julie. So you’re a w-girl like Julie?”
“Kind of… I suppose you’d call me a witch, but I hate labels,” she replied. “Let’s just say that I’m supernaturally awesome and we’ll leave it at that.”
Marcus slipped his arms into his backpack and then raised it onto his shoulders. “You know about what happened to Travis then? You know that it wasn’t an accident and he didn’t kill himself on purpose, right?”
She nodded and said, “I know that his dying wasn’t at his own hand if that’s what you mean. I also know that if a person is murdered then someone has a reason for killing them. If we can find the reason, it might lead us to the killer.”
“There was also a cop at Mike’s house last night. Julie thinks the cop is a witch or something,” he said.
Twyla cocked an eyebrow. “And you know this how?”
I glanced at my watch. “Malicious energy was leaking through the bottom of the police cruiser’s doors and onto the ground. My bet is that’s the practitioner we’re after.”
“I don’t like cops,” Twyla said menacingly.
“I don’t like the fact that one kid is dead and the other has had his brain fried,” I replied. “Look, school has been canceled for the day so maybe when the hallways clear out we can do a little snooping for clues. Any takers?”
The pair nodded so I motioned for them to follow me and together we headed out into the hallway. There were still dozens of students milling about, so we headed to the stairwell and started up to the second floor of the school.
“Where are we going?” asked Marcus.
“Travis Butler’s locker,” I answered back. “We’re going to do a little forced entry so I’m going to need you to act as a lookout in case anyone comes along. Twyla and I will combine our skills and maybe something will turn up.”
“You don’t think the school has it cleaned out by now?” asked Twyla.
I shrugged as I grasped the second floor door handle and pulled. “Maybe – we’ll just have to hope they didn’t.”
I poked my head in through the doorway and looked both ways down the hall. There were still a few dozen students wandering about so I nodded in the direction of the closest corner of the stairwell. “We need to get behind a veil and wait until the coast is clear.”
“A veil?” asked Twyla. “Is that like an invisibility spell or something?”
“Kind of,” I said as Marcus and I walked over to the corner and then sat down on the cold tile floor. He locked his fingers around mine and gave my hand a gentle squeeze. “It’s not real invisibility. It’s more like a spell where you’re controlling the light particles all around you. You basically command them the hell away from you and poof! You’re veiled.”
She cocked a wary eyebrow and pulled the bottom of her hoodie down past her waist. She sat down on the floor next to Marcus and then drew her knees up to her chest as I raised my magic and whispered, “Obscondus Occultus.”
Magical energy hummed all around us as the veil shrouded our bodies.
“Don’t worry,” Marcus whispered. “Julie and I are always hiding behind these things. You know, the last time we did the girl’s bathroom looked like someone had detonated a bomb inside after we were through.”
“Nice,” said Twyla. “Your girlfriend uses her gift like a battering ram.”
I ignored her comment and glanced at my watch. It was 10.20am and there was nothing I could do to get everyone out of the school that wouldn’t invite the unwanted attention of the staff, so we sat in silence for what seemed like an eternity as the occasional student walked down the stairs, completely oblivious to our presence. After more than forty minutes of waiting, I dropped the veil and poked my head in through the doorway again. The hallway was empty, so I motioned for Twyla and Marcus to follow. As soon as the pair emerged through the doors I threw Marcus a smile.
“Can you keep an eye and an ear out for anyone that might be coming? Travis Butler’s locker is at the end of the hall so give us a holler, OK?”
Marcus made a big show of taking a noble-looking bow and he said, “Always the glamorous stuff I wind up doing. Your wish is my command.”
Then he dropped to one knee and kissed my hand, the sweetie.
Twyla stuck an index finger in her mouth and made a gagging sound. “You two done yet? We need to get a move on.”
I placed a hand on Marcus’s cheek and beamed at him. “Be right back, OK?”
“OK,” he said, grinning.
Twyla and I strode down the hall and I noticed her looking at the ceiling. She spun around on her heels and walked backwards as she gazed at the ceiling in the other direction.
“What are you looking at?” I asked.
She spun around again and said, “How old is this school? There’s no security cameras that I can see.”
“Old enough,” I replied as we approached Travis Butler’s locker. There was a big pile of flowers on the floor and dozens upon dozens of cards taped onto the locker itself. They’d be delivered to his parents, but all the messages of condolences in the world wouldn’t bring back their son or take away the pain they must have been going through.
I took hold of the combination padlock and shut my eyes for a moment thinking that maybe his psychic imprint might have been left on it somehow, but I came up short. I wasn’t about to waste any time trying to pick the lock, so I gave it a tiny squeeze and whispered a word of magic. The lock opened with a sharp snap, so I pulled it out of the clasp and grasped the locker’s pull-handle.
“Julie, don’t!” Twyla shouted, but it was too late. No sooner had I pulled open the door than a billowy black mist of supernatural fury poured out of the locker. It enveloped me before I even had a chance to raise a dome of protective magic and instantly I could feel hundreds and hundreds of icy fingers clawing their way across my chest toward my throat.
I gasped as I tried to reach for my amulet, but every muscle in my body was frozen and that wasn’t the worst of it. Not even close.
I felt my feet leave the tiled floor. The magic that was covering my body slowly raised me up and spun me around like I was puppet. I bobbed up and down inches off the floor and stared helplessly at Twyla.
“Julie!” Marcus shouted in a panicked voice. I could hear the sound of his feet pounding against the floor when Twyla opened her mouth and bellowed a warning.
“Marcus! Stay right where you are,” she barked.
There was a loud squeak that echoed down the hall so I knew that Marcus did as he was instructed.
“What the hell is that thing?” he said in a terrified voice.
I looked across the corridor to see Twyla begin chanting something that was clearly aboriginal. She held out her fetish and began to shake it as her voice rang out in a clear soprano voice so sweet that it was unlike anything I’d heard in my life.
The phantasm gripped me tighter, squeezing the air from my lungs as a set of claws wrapped around my neck. They squeezed and I felt my windpipe close. The pressure inside my skull was so intense I thought my eyes were going to pop out.
“Twyla, help her!” Marcus cried out. “Jesus, it’s covering her entire body!”
And that’s when my eyes bore witness to something that told me Twyla Standingready wasn’t just an average run of the mill practitioner.
Her body suddenly became encased in unnatural light and I felt a wave of heat wash across my face. Strands of yellow and golden magical energy radiated out from her chest and onto the floor forming a pool at her feet. She sang louder now, shaking her fetish furiously until the pool of liquid gold suddenly turned into the color of blood. A shape began to push up from the pool, growing larger and larger, until it was taller than Twyla. She stepped back and then reached into her fetish, pulling out a single bead, which she threw at the bloody, pulpy mass. In less than a second the mass began to morph into something I’d only seen on National Geographic Television, the zoo, or the safety of my mother’s car the last time we drove into Banff National Park.
The massive grizzly reared up onto its hind legs and roared in a voice that shook the hallway. Its fleshy lower lip vibrated wildly as it bared its teeth and lunged at me, wrapping its huge, hairy forelegs around my body.
And then it began to squeeze.
“Don’t move, Julie!” shouted Twyla. “Don’t even breathe! Marcus, if you’ve got a phone then record this, now!”
Through the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of Marcus as he fumbled through his backpack. He held his phone in front of his face and there was a bright flash.
The grizzly squeezed me so hard that it forced out the breath I’d been holding in my lungs for the last fifteen seconds. Supernatural energy sizzled across my body in short but intense jabs of heat. I couldn’t breathe in and I shut my eyes tight, determined not to panic as the giant bear hugged me harder and harder. It roared as it struggled against the malicious entity that had seized me and just as I was about to black out, I fell to the floor, landing in a heap.
I gulped in a mouthful of air and stared in utter horror as the grizzly fought a violent battle with the entity. The mass that had poured out of Travis’s locker was covered with a black, tar-like sheen. It stood on two legs and looked to be human in shape, only it was as big and muscular as the Incredible Hulk.
It swung wildly at the grizzly, staggering the bear for a moment. I reached into my pocket and grabbed my amulet, slipping it into the recess in my Shadowcull’s band. I stood up and roared at the entity.
“You might have killed Travis, you son of a bitch, but brother, you picked the wrong girl to mess with.”
Emotional magic coursed through me as I lashed out in a blind fury. A supernatural wind roared up the hallway overturning trash cans and rattling the locks on more than a hundred lockers as I raised my right hand and opened my fingers. My long red hair blew out in every direction as I glared hatefully at the entity.
“Hexus!” I barked and the torrent of wind swept around my body forming a solid pillar of twisting and churning, super-concentrated air. It screamed down the hall at the creature, colliding against its torso with the force of a wrecking ball. The impact literally lifted the creature off the floor, and it crashed against the brick wall directly underneath a large portrait of the Queen.
I stomped up to the monster, my Shadowcull’s band humming with magical power and lashed out with a binding so tight that not even light could penetrate it. Malice raced through my bloodstream as I made a fist and squeezed.
“Now you know how I felt,” I said as I dug my fingernails into my palms, squeezing so hard that blood seeped out from between my fingers. The creature struggled wildly against my power, but it wasn’t going anywhere.
I felt a hand on my shoulder. “Don’t destroy it, Julie.”
I glanced out the corner of my eye to see Twyla standing next to me alongside the giant bear.
“Why the hell not?” I snapped. “It damned well tried to destroy me.”
She raised a hand. “Wait, we need to question it. We need to find out who sent it here and how it managed to wind up in Travis Butler’s locker.”
The monster stopped struggling. Its shoulders rose and fell repeatedly like it was panting and a small hole appeared on its featureless face where a mouth would normally be.
Then it started to laugh. It reared its head back and cackled wildly with an inhuman sound comprised of an amalgam of voices that seemed as though they’d just escaped from the high-security wing of an insane asylum.
“We are one and we are not, Shadowcull. And by the time you find her, we will have become a force so terrible that we will become drunk on the tears of mothers who cry over their dead children. Nobody is safe from us. Not you. Not the Indian girl. Not anyone! But know this, we are coming. Soon we will be here and when we make our presence known a great wail will follow. We will unleash suffering on all the mothers and all the fathers and your kind can do nothing to stop us!”
The creature’s body jerked violently and I could have sworn that I heard the sound of bones snapping. It started to pound its head against the brick wall with loud, wet slaps. I fought against it, trying desperately to maintain my binding and shocked that it even managed to speak to me, let alone move.
A current of power rippled across the creature’s body and then it solidified like a shard of ice, shattering into hundreds of fragments of darkness that disappeared like clearing mist.
“What the fuck?”
I gasped as I released my grip. I flipped open my right hand and stared at my palm to see five deep gouges from where my nails had penetrated my skin.
“Oh my God,” Marcus said as he raced up to me. “Twyla called up a freaking ass-kicking grizzly bear!”
I spun around to face her and she waved a hand over the bear’s head. It began to shift back into a bloody, pulpy form and then in seconds the golden pool lay at Twyla’s feet. She knelt down and picked up the tiny bead she’d thrown at the mass and quietly slipped it back into her deerskin pouch as the golden pool vaporized before my very eyes.
“Just what kind of shaman are you?” I asked, panting.
Twyla stuffed the fetish into the pocket of her jeans and said, “One who needs to talk with her grandfather about what we’ve just seen. Marcus, did you make a video of it?”
He swiped an index finger across the screen of his phone and then held it out for us to see. “It’s not the best quality, but at least it’s something.”
I grabbed the phone and stared at the blurry image of a shining mass enveloping my body. It was a close call – too close. If Twyla Standingready hadn’t been there I’d have been killed for sure. I cursed silently at my stupidity in opening the locker without a protective spell at the ready and then handed the phone back to Marcus.
Twyla nodded and then casually strolled over to Travis Butler’s locker. I took the amulet out of my band and palmed it as I went to look inside. I had expected to see a pile of garbage, as that’s what you see in pretty much every boy’s locker, but instead what I saw was a pair of gym sneakers on the floor, a T-shirt hanging from a hook and some of Travis’s text books stacked on the top shelf.
And a backpack with the name “Willard Schubert” stitched onto one of the shoulder straps.
What the hell?



 
CHAPTER 13
 
We grabbed the backpack and took off out of the school as fast as our legs would carry us. It was shortly after eleven in the morning and the sky was flat and gray giving the snow-covered streets a bleak appearance.
“My house is only a ten minute walk,” I said. “Twyla, what are your plans? I need to tell my mother what happened here – and we need to find out why Willard Schubert’s backpack was in Travis Butler’s locker.”
She grabbed one of the straps on Willard’s backpack and gave it a yank. “I’ll take this to my grandfather, ditto on the reasons you used for needing to talk to your mom.”
I didn’t release my grip.
“You know something, for a new kid you’re sure as hell pushy,” I snapped. “The backpack comes to my place – you’re welcome to accompany us. After that, we can talk to your grandfather because, at this point, we can use all the help we can get.”
Sensing an impending cat fight, Marcus intervened.
“Twyla, what’s your email?” he blurted out.
“Twylanottwilight. I’m on Gmail, why?”
He thumbed the screen of his phone furiously and said, “I’m just emailing you a link to YouTube for the video of that thing the pair of you just nuked. It’s a private link so nobody can see it but those people I send the link to. Why don’t you show it to your grandfather and then Julie and I will take the backpack to her mom and maybe we can meet up after to compare notes.”
She pulled the hood of her winter coat over her head and cocked a wary eyebrow. “Yeah, that works. Um, the creature called you a ‘Shadowcull’. Want to fill me in on what the hell that whole thing is about?”
I exhaled heavily because I didn’t want to waste a moment’s breath with a complex explanation, so I decided to dumb it down for her.
“Witch coven special ops,” I answered. “Look, it’s complicated, OK? All you need to know is that I’m one of the good guys. Whoever sent that thing is behind the attack on Mike Olsen. They killed Travis Butler and just took a shot at me.”
She snorted. “And it would have killed you if I wasn’t there to free you.”
I forced a smile and placed both my gloved hands over Twyla’s hands. “And for that, I’m more grateful than you can possibly imagine. Look, I might come off as bossy, but don’t take it seriously, OK? You’ve got some magical skills that I’ve never seen before and I’d like to learn more about you and about the kinds of things you can do, but first we need to work together to stop this… whatever we’re dealing with.”
She chewed her lip and her eyes panned down to the backpack in both our hands. She emitted a reluctant sigh and said, “Alright. I’ll work with you, we’ll talk to your mother and I’ll share the link to that video with my gramps. If this is as big as I think it is, we’re going to need as many magical heads as possible to try and figure out what we’re dealing with.”
I released my grip on Willard Schubert’s backpack as a show of good faith and handed it to Twyla.
“Thank you,” I said earnestly. “Let’s get going.”
 
We arrived back at my house shortly before noon and I whispered a word of magic to turn off the protective sentinels. We stepped inside, stomping snow off our boots and I bellowed for my mother.
“Mom, we need to talk!” I shouted.
I heard the sound of Mom’s footsteps shuffling down the upstairs hall. She took three steps down the stairs and a look of shock or surprise washed over her face as she saw Twyla.
“Welcome to our home and blessed be,” she said politely. “I am very honored to have you here with us. May the divine spirits keep you and protect you.”
I stared at my mother like she’d just lost her mind when she shuffled down the stairs and immediately took Twyla’s coat.
“Um, thank you?” said Twyla, sounding somewhat embarrassed.
A loud slapping sound came from the kitchen followed by a low grumbling growl. Betty the Dog appeared in the kitchen doorway and cocked her head sharply to the right.
Mom took our coats. “You all must be freezing to death, it’s minus fifteen this morning. Why aren’t you at school?”
“School is canceled for the day,” I said feeling slightly drained. “There was a memorial assembly for Travis Butler.”
Mom gestured for us to follow her to the kitchen. Marcus, Twyla and I took a seat at the table as she plugged in the kettle. Betty plodded up to Twyla and warily sniffed her hand.
“Your dog is very cautious,” said Twyla as she scratched behind Betty’s left ear. The Great Dane’s tail clumped loudly against the linoleum and then her right rear leg started to twitch as she pressed her enormous head in against the girl. “And very secretive, too. You can come out and join the conversation, ancient spirit, I’ve got no plans to harm you or this family.”
Betty licked Twyla’s hand and then promptly sneezed sending a spray of dog snot all over her sleeve. “All and good, then,” Betty rumbled. “Something has happened this morning. I can smell the malice all over you three.”
I grabbed Willard’s backpack off the floor and placed it on the kitchen table. “Yeah, the condensed version is that I thought Twyla might be the bad guy. We sorted that out quickly enough. We wanted to check out Travis Butler’s locker, so we sat behind a veil and waited for the school to empty. I’d just opened the locker and bam! I got nailed by some kind of malice-covered creature. Twyla manifested a freaking grizzly bear and freed my sorry ass. And by the way, just how the hell did you do that, Twyla?”
She reached into her pocket and placed her small pouch of beads on the table. “I have a spirit guardian. When I was singing in the hallway, I was calling to him. He always comes when I sing, though he’s often headstrong and difficult.”
I snorted and pointed to Betty. “Sounds like someone I know, maybe they’re related. Does it… he, have a name?”
She shook her head. “To name my spirit guardian would imply that I own him. You can’t own a friend. He is simply called dlézi – our word for bear. He has been paired with me for only about a year now.”
“I thought you were Sarcee,” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “Of course you would. You probably think that I live on the rez and that I’m a burden to the taxpayer, too. That’s how most white people look at us. The Sarcee are actually called the Tsuu T’ina Nation. My people migrated from their nation a long time ago. You’re wrong just like ninety-nine percent of all white people, but I won’t hold that against you. Anyway, enough about me, what we witnessed in the hall was a thousand degrees of evil.”
“Yeah… that thing decided to monologue about a ton of bad stuff that’s about to happen,” Marcus interjected.
The kettle whistled loudly and Mom poured steaming hot water into three mugs. She opened a can of hot chocolate powder and doled out heaping teaspoons into each mug, then she stirred them quickly and gave the three of us one each.
“What did it say?” Mom asked, taking a seat. She was still wearing her housecoat, but at least she didn’t look as tired as she had last night.
Marcus coughed as he fiddled with his phone and then slid it onto the table. A video screen popped up showing the tar creature struggling against my binding. It was more frightening to look at the second time – maybe the adrenaline rush had blinded me to the sheer menace the creature gave off, but its voice was unforgettable:
“We are one and we are not, Shadowcull. And by the time you find her, we will have become a force so terrible that we will become drunk on the tears of mothers who cry over their dead children. Nobody is safe from us. Not you. Not the Indian girl. Not anyone! But know this… we are coming. We are coming sooner than you think and when we make our presence known a great wail will follow. We will unleash suffering on all the mothers and all the fathers and your kind can do nothing to stop us!”
Betty stood the Great Dane’s body so that she could lift her front paws onto the kitchen table. Her massive head appeared between her two giant forepaws and she watched the video closely. Together we stared at the tiny screen as the tar creature shattered into menacing shards and that’s when the video abruptly ended.
There was an awkward silence for about fifteen seconds as Marcus grabbed his phone and then Twyla spoke up. “We went back to Travis Butler’s locker and found this backpack, only it didn’t belong to Travis. It’s some kid named Willard Schubert. I don’t know if it means something, but we can’t rule anything out. Maybe Willard Schubert has some magical qualities.”
I shook my head. “Not a chance. He’s just a face in the crowd at school.”
Marcus chimed in. “He’s got something to do with this, Julie, remember what he said about Travis during the assembly? Good riddance?”
I narrowed my eyes and looked at him. “Well, he’s definitely got a lot of animosity toward Travis.”
“And he was at the McDonald’s the morning Travis died. Maybe he’s like Marla Lavik, you know? Maybe he was messing with magic and things got out of control.”
I took a sip of my hot chocolate and looked at the backpack. It was clear that Willard Schubert was involved in all of this; the question was just how deep a hole he might have dug himself. He didn’t give off anything resembling a magical signature, so there was no way possible for him to conjure up an enthralment spell unless he was in possession of something so powerful that it compensated for his lack of skill.
I pointed to the backpack. “Open it up,” I said firmly.
Twyla reached over and grabbed the thick black nylon strap attached to the zipper. She gave it a sharp tug and then opened the bag. The four of us stood up as Twyla held it open to see inside.
And what we saw took even me by surprise.
Instead of text books and binders, the bag contained only a single ream of photocopier paper. I pulled it out and placed it on the table. The top sheet said three words:
Homo Fag Bag. 
I pulled the first sheet off to find the same words printed on the next sheet underneath, and the one after that. I split the pile in half and saw the same three words in the middle of the pile, so I lifted a corner and ran through all the sheets with my thumb.
Each page.
Three bitter, hateful words.
Homo Fag Bag
Marcus grabbed a sheet and waved it in the air. “OK, even if Willard Schubert is gay, this is some seriously hateful stuff. What kind of über-jerk would print off five hundred sheets of paper with the words ‘Homo Fag Bag’ written on each page?”
I shook my head. “Clearly Travis Butler wasn’t the saint everyone made him out to be. We need to track down Willard Schubert, because he’s the key to unraveling what the hell is happening right now. I know he didn’t kill Travis, but he’s involved in this somehow.”
Twyla got up and headed back to the front door. I followed close behind and watched as she slipped her feet into her winter boots. “This is a lot to take in,” she said grimly. “I need to talk with my grandfather and see what he knows about this thing that attacked you. It could be an evil spirit for all we know.”
I handed Twyla her winter coat. “Do you think it might be a demon? Do the Tsuu T’ina even have demons?”
“Yes, and flushing toilets, too,” she said sourly. “Look, my grandfather will help us figure this out. He’s very connected to the spirit world.”
I’d put my foot squarely in my mouth again and was embarrassed at my lack of knowledge about anything that wasn’t white and middle class. “Shoot, I suck for saying that. I’ve never known a native person before. Listen, let’s meet up at school to figure out our next move. I’ll email you my cell number and maybe we can text if we find anything out tonight.”
“Alright,” she said as she waved to everyone still in the kitchen. “Thank you for the hot chocolate, Mrs Richardson.”
Mom dashed down the hall and said, “It’s bitterly cold out Twyla, why don’t I drive you?”
She shook her head and said, “It’s alright. I need some time to think all of this through. I’ll take the bus. It stops right in front of my house.”
Mom stuck out her hand. “Alright, dear. Be safe, OK?”
“I’ll do that,” replied Twyla, and she headed out the door and into the cold.



 
CHAPTER 14
Dead in the water, that’s what I was. I knew there was a connection between the attack on Mike Olsen, the murder of Travis Butler and the thing that attacked me at school. Everything pointed to Willard Schubert. And that ream of paper?
Homo fag bag?
Everyone at school knew that Willard had been the target of bullying and we’d all turned a blind eye to it, but I couldn’t imagine that someone would do something so nasty as to print off five hundred sheets of paper with such a hateful message.
Like, why?
Why Willard Schubert, of all people? He was the lowest living organism at Crescent Ridge High School. Period. So what the hell did Mike and Travis plan to do with all those sheets of vile, evil crap? Were they planning to distribute them to everyone at school? That didn’t make sense; they’d wind up being reported by someone with even half a heart.
I headed back into the kitchen and took a seat next to Marcus. I gave Betty a good scratch behind the ears as Mom sat down opposite me. The look on her face told me that she clearly wasn’t happy about Marcus being there, but I figured that our truce would hold out long enough for everyone to put their thinking caps on.
“Betty,” I said, this time scratching under the Great Dane’s chin. “Do you have any idea what the hell that thing was in the video? It only took a human-like form after Twyla’s grizzly spirit creature of doom wrenched it off me. Does this have anything at all to do with the ‘that which is yet to come’ stuff you spoke of that day in Holly Penske’s office?”
The dog’s tail thumped against the floor and Betty said, “What I spoke of isn’t a specific event. It’s the dangers you are going to face in your new life as a Shadowcull. I daresay this is the second event of many that will shape your life, Julie.”
I looked at Mom and noticed that she was picking at a small stain on the table with a fingernail. “I get the feeling that Dad’s got some seriously unfinished business and I’m on the receiving end of it.”
She glanced up from the table and let out a weary sigh. “Sweetheart… I didn’t think you’d be put to the test so early on. But there was no way on earth I was going to allow you to simply become a coven puppet. The world of witches is a deeply political one, Julie, but from the day you were born your father and I made a conscious choice to save you from the life he led until you were ready.”
Marcus reached for my hand and then locked his fingers around mine. “The last time I looked Julie was pretty much leading that life.”
Mom simply nodded and continued to pick at the stain on the table. “She is and she isn’t… Julie wears the weapon of a Shadowcull, but she’s making her own way and her own choices. By the time Julie’s Dad walked out of the coven, it was too late for him. He’d been used as a pawn and when he chose to leave, well, let’s just say that it wasn’t exactly on the friendliest of terms.”
“And now I’m just fighting the good fight, huh?” I asked. “How the hell am I supposed to know if what happened at school today isn’t related to Dad’s unfinished business?”
Mom shrugged. “It probably is and now is as good a time as any to talk with him… Even you, Marcus.”
He pointed to his chest and gave Mom a slightly stunned look. “Even me? Um, wow.”
“That’s right, Marcus, even you,” she said. “We’ll head to the cemetery after supper. In the meantime, the afternoon is yours.”
I fired off a message to Twyla with a request for anything close to an update at her end, and then Marcus and I headed over to his house.
What can I say about the Guffman residence? Well, it’s about five blocks from my place. Marcus lives on a quiet cul-de-sac. His house, like mine, looks pretty much the same as every other house in the Lake Sundance community except there’s a Fifth Wheel trailer parked on a cement pad adjacent to their driveway. We arrived shortly after two in the afternoon and the smell of freshly baked cinnamon buns filled our nostrils the moment we stepped inside. Marcus and I are a bit of an anomaly compared to most kids our age. My mother works from home and Amanda Guffman, believe it or not, is a stay-at-home mom and she sells Tupperware, of all things. (Seriously, they could film an early 1960s period piece in Marcus’s house with his mother as the star.)
“Hey, Mom!” Marcus shouted as he closed the front door. “I’m back early. You got my text about school being canceled, right?”
Marcus’s mom, a slender woman with wispy blonde hair and rectangular eye glasses, stood up behind the large island as we walked into the kitchen. “I got it,” she said, waving an oven-mitted hand at me. “Hi, Julie… how are you holding up after yesterday?”
I shrugged. “As good as can be expected given the situation. There was a memorial service at school. Everyone was crying.”
She headed over to the oven and opened the door. A wall of heat rolled out and my mouth began watering the moment I laid eyes on the giant, puffy, golden brown cinnamon buns. She pulled out the thick aluminum baking tray and placed it on a cooling rack, and then she shut the oven door with her foot. “I remember that a student passed away after a bad car accident when I was in high school. Everyone was pretty upset about it back then, but I sure don’t remember having a memorial service or grief counselors being called in. Things are different now.”
Marcus pulled out a stool on the opposite side of the island and took a seat while I hovered over the cinnamon buns. “So how did you deal with it, Mom?” he asked.
Amanda Guffman swatted me on the shoulder with an oven mitt, so I took a seat next to Marcus and watched as she began separating the buns with a ridiculously long knife that looked like it should be in a slasher movie instead of a suburban kitchen.
“There was nothing to deal with, sweetheart,” she said as she lifted one steaming hot bun out from the tray and placed it on a side plate. “I imagine there were a lot of students who knew the boy, but I don’t think anyone felt a need to speak with a grief counselor. In those days, you talked to your parents. A lot of parents nowadays are too busy to talk to their kids. It’s sad, really.”
She slid the plate toward me and promptly lifted another bun out of the tray for Marcus. I grabbed a napkin out of the napkin holder and bit into the cake. “Oh my God, this is so unbelievably good!” I sighed as I chewed sticky, rich, buttery awesomeness. “I’m totally moving in.”
She snorted. “Yeah, well don’t get too comfortable. Wallace and I have a goal of retiring to our Fifth Wheel and travelling as soon as Marcus goes to university. Nothing personal, Marcus. We still love you, but the open road beckons.”
“I’ll miss you, Mom,” he replied as he grabbed the plate and started pulling apart the sticky bun like he was searching for a gemstone. “Actually, I’d probably starve to death without you so make some room in the trailer.”
I gave Marcus a slight shove. “Um, yeah, this isn’t the 1950s. Guys cook nowadays.”
“Well, there is the microwave,” he said through a mouthful of bun.
Amanda Guffman leaned over the island and beamed at us. “So, you two have been going together for a couple of months, now. It’s awfully cute, by the way, you know, seeing as how you two have basically grown up together.”
I felt my face flush with embarrassment. There’s nothing worse than a parent gushing over their teenager’s romantic life. Marcus took another bite of his cinnamon bun and then wiped his mouth with a napkin.
“Um, Mom? This is like a no-fly zone. You don’t see me asking about you and Dad, do you?”
She had a faraway look in her eyes and her smile broadened. “When Wallace and I started dating, we were in university. He was studying chemistry. He drove an old Dodge Monaco that was as long as a yacht and he had crazy sideburns and wild hair. He looked like a mad professor, but my God, he could dance up a storm. We used to go to the Uptown, a nightclub on First Street. It’s gone now.”
“Gag,” said Marcus through a mouthful of sticky bun.
She reached across the island and gave him a swat on the shoulder. “Don’t make fun, Marcus. Those were special times in our lives. Believe it or not, you and Julie will one day pine for the days when love was in the air and–”
“Again, gag,” Marcus interrupted. I gave him a swift kick on the shin with the side of my foot.
“Anyway,” she continued. “We were inseparable from the very first date. Your dad can still dance, by the way. Oh, isn’t there a Christmas dance coming up tomorrow night? I’m surprised it hasn’t been canceled.”
I raised a finger. “Holiday dance – we’re all about the political correctness now.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Well, you two are going, aren’t you?”
My stomach made a funny churning sound as I spun around on the stool to look at Marcus. He gave me an uncomfortable glance and then returned to his snack. I hadn’t thought about going to the dance, partly because I hate that kind of crap, but mostly because I’m not a girly-girl. I put on the tiniest amount of makeup necessary to highlight my eyes, but I don’t go to town layering on the stuff with a trowel like a lot of girls at Crescent Ridge. My wardrobe consists of jeans, T-shirts, hoodies and sweats – I don’t own a dress and I wouldn’t be caught dead in a set of heels, they’re lame. (That and I’d likely break an ankle). Some might call me a tomboy, but I’m not anything like that. I just dress the way I want to – that’s how I’m hardwired.
But it might be fun to go to a dance.
It might even be romantic. Slow dancing with Marcus in the darkness amid the glow of soft lighting. We’d only been officially dating for a short time and we’d limited ourselves to going to the movies, holding hands and of course making out during the boring bits.
“I’d like to go,” I said after a moment of daydreaming. “But we’ve got other plans.”
Marcus made a grunting sound. “You’re telling me. Maybe we’ll hit up the Valentine’s dance. It’s only two months away.”
Amanda Guffman gave a small shrug and took our now empty plates. She stuck them in the dishwasher and then pointed to the basement stairs. “Alright. Out of the kitchen, I need to clean up. Maybe there’s something you can watch on the dish in the family room. You can hang out in Marcus’s bedroom downstairs if you like, but keep the door open. While I think it’s lovely that you two are seeing each other, I will kill my son if he makes me a grandmother before I’m forty-five.”
Marcus made a choking sound. “Mom… not cool!”
“A bit too informal, son?”
“Ya think?” he answered as he shook his head. “Thanks for the snack, we’re going to hang in my room and surf on my laptop.”
And so we headed down into the basement. Unlike my house where our basement is primarily a magical laboratory, the Guffman household has a family room to die for complete with a fifty-two inch high-definition TV, theater-style chairs with drink holders no less, and surround sound. There’s a massive rack of DVDs containing the past fifty years’ worth of Doctor Who and to top it all off, the rack is designed to look like a miniaturized TARDIS.
Did I mention that both Marcus and his dad are huge Doctor Who fans? Me? I don’t get the show and I find the fact that the Doctor needs to have a sexy female companion to be the height of misogyny.
We padded across the plush gray carpet and into Marcus’s bedroom and let me just say that it’s a bit like walking into nerd central. There’s a mural of the Milky Way galaxy on one wall, and another mural showing a star chart on the wall directly opposite. Marcus’s prized possession is his Celestron NexStar 6E telescope complete with an on-board computer for something Marcus calls “sky alignment”. It rests on an aluminum tripod and the whole thing weighs about fifty pounds. I should know because I’ve helped him haul it upstairs, into his father’s SUV and then up to Nose Hill Park to gaze at the heavens.
I took a seat on the edge of Marcus’s bed as he unplugged his laptop from his twenty inch monitor. He placed the laptop on the bed and then grabbed his phone and started sliding his fingers across the screen. Seconds later he placed it on his desk and then crawled onto his bed next to me.
“We’re on your bed,” I snickered. “I hope your mom doesn’t accidentally walk in on us.”
Marcus shook his head. “She won’t. Mom trusts me.”
“So, what were you doing with your phone?” I asked.
He clicked on the YouTube icon on his desktop and a browser opened up, then he ran his finger along the mouse pad and clicked on “My Videos”.
“I’m emailing Twyla to make sure she got the link that I sent earlier.”
“Good thinking,” I said. “So, I have a hypothesis about that ream of paper we found.”
“I’m glad someone does, because I don’t have a clue at this point.”
I pointed to the laptop. “Go to Facebook. I want to see Travis Butler’s page.”
Marcus clicked on his bookmark and the page loaded in less than three seconds. He typed Travis’s name in the search engine and a tiny icon appeared with a picture of alive-and-well Travis Butler sucking back on a bottle of beer. Marcus clicked on the link and Travis’s Facebook page opened.
“OK, cool,” said Marcus. “His parents didn’t delete the account yet.”
Marcus ran his finger along the mouse pad and then clicked on the link. Travis’s wall appeared and there were a ton of messages of condolence from Crescent Ridge students. We spent the next few minutes reading through each one until we came to a wall posting from Mike Olsen. It was time-stamped Friday at 3.48pm. The posting said, “Got the stuff for the project yet? What’s the next move?”
Marcus and I looked at each other and then back to the screen. “You don’t think this has anything to do with the ream of paper, do you?”
“Maybe,” I replied. “Scroll down some more, I want to see if Mike posted anything else.”
Marcus did as I requested and between wall-postings ranging from pictures of half-naked Maxim cover models and the occasional link to a video on YouTube, it looked like any other teenager’s Facebook wall.
“Look,” said Marcus. “A posting from Christine Beals. It says ‘About project dork. I’m in. So is Mallory Russell.’ Jesus, you were right. This is some seriously disturbed shit.”
I felt a little bit sick at seeing my hypothesis being proved. It’s one thing for a student to wind up being harassed by one person at school, but a collective effort among three or four students suggested a sick and twisted conspiracy.
“Open Mike’s Facebook page. I bet they’re talking to each other about this so-called project on each other’s walls.”
Marcus shrugged and typed Mike Olsen’s name in the search engine. Just like before, a picture appeared, only this time showing Mike Olsen dressed in his football uniform, so Marcus right-clicked for the link to open in another browser tab. He scrolled down through more than twenty wall postings until he found one that was time stamped Friday at 3.52pm. It was a message from Travis Butler.
“Got the stuff. Five hundred pages of pure gold. We fill it up on Monday morning so meet me there early. 7.45am.”
Unreal.
Mike and Travis had planned to stuff every one of the sheets of paper into Willard’s locker so that when he opened it, he’d wind up buried in an avalanche of pure concentrated hate. This wasn’t about a bullied kid; this was about something far more invidious. I flushed with anger as I remembered how lonely Willard Schubert looked that morning at McDonald’s. The poor guy was the lowest form of life at Crescent Ridge High School and at least four of the most popular people had decided to target him with a mean-spirited prank designed to humiliate him.
“Assholes,” Marcus snarled. “Total freaking assholes! What the hell did Willard ever do to deserve this kind of crap?”
I placed a calming hand on Marcus’s shoulder and squeezed. “This is beyond bullying; this is, well, it’s just something else entirely. And I bet the ream of paper is just the tip of the iceberg. Scroll down some more; we need to go back three months to the start of school.”
And so we did.
What we discovered was a horror show for Willard Schubert. It was a simple hyperlink so we clicked on it and what we found ignited a blaze of anger in the center of my chest.
There were snapshots of Willard in the boy’s locker room. The first one we saw showed Willard standing in his underpants, his acne-covered shoulders facing the camera. A smirking Mike Olsen was in the frame wearing a pair of winter gloves as he held Willard in place long enough for the camera person, who could be none other than Travis Butler, to take the picture. Another photo showed Willard Schubert from the waist up as he was showering in the shower room. The caption read, “No amount of soap is gonna wash away this kind of grease!”
Marcus started shaking. “Unbelievable,” he growled. “This is nuts, Julie.”
We flipped over to Mike Olsen’s page and continued scrolling down his wall. There was a shot of Willard Schubert picking his nose and another one showing him getting nailed in the groin with a soccer ball.
“It’s a campaign of humiliation, Marcus,” I said, barely managing to contain my anger. “And the thing that sickens me is that it’s all in the public domain. Why the hell hasn’t anyone reported this? Why didn’t Willard do something?”
“Do what precisely?” Marcus quickly snapped. “We live in a society that’s hooked on reality TV. The Willard Schubert Show is just another human soap opera and people love to mainline this crap. Why watch the manufactured reality shows on network TV when you can watch someone you know, right? And nobody is going to report it – nobody in high school rats on anyone unless it has to do with dating and infidelity. Christ, Willard’s probably been picked on all his life and what we’re watching right now is just more of the same from the usual suspects.”
“I’m not sure what to do about this,” I said.
Marcus shrugged. “We could report this to the school, but with Travis not even in the ground yet, how much do you want to bet the school isn’t anywhere ready to deal with a bombshell of this magnitude? Damn it, Julie, this is bullying on an epic scale. There might only be two ringleaders, but every Like posted by each person who has seen the pictures of Willard means that in their own little way, those people are condoning it.”
I nodded and closed the computer. I draped my arms around Marcus and embraced him. “Tell me what it’s like,” I said quietly. “Tell me so I can understand what Willard is feeling.”
Marcus’ eyes darkened. “It’s like a siege,” he said, exhaling heavily. “You go to school knowing that you stand out because everyone knows you’re the target. You hear the whispers behind your back and you’re constantly looking over your shoulder; when you open your locker, when you’re changing after gym… when you’re peeing in the urinal or sitting on the toilet. Adults don’t remember what it was like to deal with the BS that goes on in the crowded hallways or behind the dumpster at lunchtime. They’ve forgotten how a bullied student was the worst-kept secret in the world because when they were our age, they saw it every single day and did nothing to stop it from happening. It was far easier to let someone else get slammed than to become a target themselves. Everyone at Crescent Ridge used to see me getting trashed all the time and you try to numb yourself from it all.
“And parents are partly to blame. Having forgotten what it’s like to be fifteen, they seek out information on how to help their little darlings survive each day. There are talk shows and books and radio phone-in programs devoted to the subject. There are gazillions of websites and government programs that are supposed to help parents teach their children how to cope… But, Julie, I mean, how to cope? Coping means that you’ve accepted being a victim and besides, there is nothing those websites and bullying programs could have taught me because there is only one strategy that actually works and it has to do with moving away to another school and hoping that it doesn’t start up again.”
This was the first time that Marcus had ever opened up to me about something so deeply personal. He’d given me a heartbreaking explanation of how bullying affected his life and I was so proud of him for trusting me enough to talk about it. It took a tremendous amount of courage for Marcus to share this terrible, dark secret with me. A secret that was laced with a sense of hopelessness because like it or not, he was right. Everybody at every school knows who the bullies are and no amount of intervention is going to stop it from happening any time soon.
And that’s when I gently placed my hands on his cheeks and gazed into his eyes. “I love you, Marcus,” I whispered. “I honest-to-God love you with all my heart.”
He kissed me softly and then wrapped his arms around me. “I love you too, Julie,” he said quietly.



 
CHAPTER 15
 
We climbed into Mom’s car shortly after six in the evening with me in the passenger seat and Marcus stuffed into the back alongside a panting Betty the dog. We’d shared the information we found on Mike and Travis’s Facebook pages and it was all we could do to stop my mother from calling the school right then and there.
“How in the hell could the staff not know about this kind of harassment?” she snarled as the car bounced down the snowy streets.
“It’s really complicated, Mom,” I answered. “I imagine there are rules about teachers who check out their students’ Facebook pages.”
Betty sneezed from the back seat. It was followed quickly by Marcus cursing under his breath. “And how is this Willard Schubert involved in that boy’s death? Clearly he couldn’t have killed him, so what is his role?”
I shook my head and stared out onto busy Deerfoot Trail as Mom pressed the accelerator. Her car snapped into a higher gear as I sunk back into my seat. “That’s the big question, isn’t it? He’s a piece of a much larger puzzle.”
Mom reached over and turned up the heat. Frost was forming on the windshield because she hadn’t taken the time to warm up the car properly. “Your father might have something say about it… He’d better,” she said threateningly.
And so we drove on along the busy freeway. I gazed out at the weir and noticed the ice fog drifting above the splashing water as the Bow River flowed over the makeshift dam and I wondered for a short moment just how much energy was being produced by the thousands of gallons of water each minute that poured over the blunt spillway.
Then it hit me. Energy. Black magic requires a hell of a lot of energy – malicious energy, possibly even a blood sacrifice. A practitioner would have had to possess a tremendous amount of power to enthral two people in as many days; to suppress their victim’s survival instincts to the point where the target could be compelled to end his or her life. But why those two people? Why Mike Olsen and Travis Butler? Why not the Mayor or the weather lady on the evening news?
No, Mike and Travis had been selected for a reason and what better way to fuel a spell than to draw on someone else’s ill-feeling? Willard Schubert must be someone who carried a boatload of it. After all, he’d been the target of a humiliation conspiracy since the first day of classes. Maybe this black mage was drawing on the malice that Willard held toward his tormentors.
Could Willard Schubert hate that much? Could he possibly be a fountain of malice that could provide a black mage with an energy source to fuel his vile plans?
And he was seeing a shrink to learn how to deal with his anger. Willard sure as hell had every reason to hate and I couldn’t blame him one bit if that hate morphed into malice, but he would have had to make some kind of dark bargain with a practitioner to take down the pair of them – assuming he could actually find a magical bad guy. I’m a witch and even I don’t yet know who all the good guys and bad guys are. If I didn’t have a clue, Willard wouldn’t either.
We drove on for another fifteen minutes and eventually the gates of the Prince of Peace Cemetery came into view, so Mom parked the car on 4th Street and we all climbed out. The moon was fat and full and the night sky was a blanket of twinkling stars. This was the first time I was going to meet with my father and mother at the same time. My Dad, as mentioned before, is a ghost. He lingers on in the mortal realm; bound to the confines of the Prince of Peace Cemetery until my mother joins him in the afterlife. He’s the one who gave me my Shadowcull’s band – of course we had to dig it out of his empty grave first. He was also the one who started telling me the truth of what my life was to become; that I was to follow in his footsteps as a Shadowcull.
Since the battle with the Witchfinder General, I’d been visiting the cemetery under the cover of darkness to meet with him; to reconnect with the one missing piece of the puzzle known as Julie Richardson. He’d been dead since I was four and we had ten years-worth of catching up to do.
But not on this night.
The wind kicked up curls of snow that twisted between the hundreds of headstones stretching out before us in tidy rows. All around me the spirits of the departed who still clung to the mortal world appeared and disappeared; their vaporous forms keeping vigil on their final resting places. Marcus slipped his gloved hand into mine as the snow crunched loudly beneath our feet. Betty took the lead, followed closely behind by Mom. She was dressed in her Hudson’s Bay coat; the fur-trimmed hood covered her head to protect her face from the freezing wind.
Moments later, I felt my father’s presence. Each spirit carries with them the spiritual imprint of the person they were in life. It’s why ghosts manifest looking exactly like the person they once were right down to the clothes they wore at the moment of death. This was the first time Marcus had come back to the cemetery – the last time we were here, we came under attack from a monster comprised of body parts from the graves. He’d seen me don my Shadowcull’s band for the first time and his mind was blown by the fact that for a short while, I actually managed to defy gravity using a spell called the volatilis. But there wouldn’t be any floating witches on this night. We came to the cemetery for answers and it was high time that my father provided them.
We spotted my father’s vaporous form sitting atop his headstone, dressed in the last thing he’d worn when he was alive: a Spider-Man T-shirt, shorts and socks with sandals. As we approached, his visage flickered; then he turned to face us and threw us a wave.
“Uh-oh,” he said with a smirk on his face. “This looks like trouble. It’s a damned cold night to be wandering around a cemetery. Not that I’m complaining, mind you. Being dead is boring as hell, but at least I don’t feel the cold.”
Marcus and I stopped about twenty feet from his grave as Mom walked through the snow until she stood in front of him. She lowered her hood and then held out her hands, palms-up.
“Hello, Stephen,” she said with a hint of sadness in her voice. My father’s spirit drifted off the headstone and hovered before her. He held his ghostly hands over my mother’s open palms and then a warm golden glow appeared between them.
“What are they doing, Julie?” Marcus whispered.
“It’s an embrace,” I whispered back. “This is what undying love looks like, Marcus, and it’s the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”
The supernatural glow intensified, bathing both their forms in shimmering golden light. My eyes filled with tears as I watched my parents bridge the gap between the world of the living and the great beyond. My mother’s magical signature hummed as the pair rekindled their bond, proving that not even death itself could separate them.
“We need your help,” she said quietly as her hands dropped to her sides. “Something terrible has happened.”
Dad drifted back to his headstone and said, “I know. They’re preparing a grave for a kid’s funeral tomorrow. I expect it’s why you’re here.”
Mom nodded. “Soul Worms. The boy that will be buried here tomorrow was infected with them and we’re convinced there’s a black mage on the loose. We need to know if it’s someone you once knew.”
My father’s visage disappeared and then reappeared only a few feet in front of me. “Hiya, baby girl… and a boyfriend, now? Jeez, I’d get all choked up here, but you know, I’m dead and all.”
Marcus snorted. “Creepiest family ever.”
“Tell me about it,” Dad groaned. “A talking dog, a pair of witches and a ghost. There’s a Tim Burton movie in all of this, I swear.”
Betty chimed in. “So, you know about the boy who was killed?”
Dad nodded. “Yeah, and a big cluster of residual energy floating around the city to boot. This bears all the earmarks of someone I once knew – Adriel. Nasty-ass black mage, she was. A hewer of the living spirit that dwells in children, she fed on the death energy from each of her kills, nourishing her spirit and keeping her alive well past her best-before date. I wasn’t much older than Julie when they sent me out to take her down and I barely survived our encounter. She was too powerful for me and the best I could do was to lay a mark on her spirit so that I could always tell when she was coming – sort of the Shadowcull equivalent of the Mark of Cain. Unfortunately my spell disappeared from Adriel’s spirit the moment I kicked the bucket.”
“Adriel,” Betty rumbled. “I know that name and I’ve not heard it in a long, long time. She coveted that which she could never obtain no matter how many children she’d killed. She wanted to be an immortal.”
I shuddered at my father’s revelation. A black mage who killed children? Someone who taps their victim’s living energy at the moment of death so they can keep on living? The implications were massive; no wonder my father couldn’t defeat this Adriel in a duel to the death, she’d been killing for hundreds of years and that meant hundreds of years to perfect her craft.
“She’ll have an adherent, a second that she’s put in place to scope out the lay of the land,” my father said ominously. “She’ll also have blood coven witches who’ve sworn a blood oath of allegiance to her. Each one will possess enough skill to lay a death curse that will stop your heart where you stand.”
“I think you’re right, Dad,” I said as my heart sank a little. “Last night I went to question the boy who survived and a police car was parked in front of his house. I think the cop was a practitioner. There was malice dripping out of that cop car.”
Dad appeared to sigh heavily and he gave my mother a hopeless look. “Donna, you know what this means.”
My mother glanced at me over her shoulder and from the grim look on her face I understood what my father was saying. A skilled black mage is one thing, but a blood coven was another thing entirely. I’d have my hands full just trying to survive a showdown with Adriel and I didn’t stand a ghost of a chance against a blood coven of witches.
Marcus coughed. “Blood covens are bad, right?”
I nodded. “Yeah, it’s a nightmare scenario. Witches who’ve bound their fate to that of their Maven by spilling their own blood and taking the blood vow. They’ll sacrifice their immortal souls to protect her. It’s more than a single Shadowcull can handle.”
“And that means?” he asked.
Mom spun around in the snow to face me. Her eyes narrowed and she said, “It means that I must contact my coven and plea for their help. It means that we’re going to have to begin preparations immediately.”
“Preparations for what?” asked Marcus.
I turned to face him and took his hands in mine. “Everyone is in danger. I can see it now as clear as day. Adriel is here for one reason, to kill as many students as she possibly can. If Betty is right, she means to make a bid for her own immortality. Tomorrow night is the Christmas dance and that’s where she’s going to make her move – Mike Olsen and Travis Butler were the equivalent of Adriel dipping her toe in the water to check the temperature. She wanted to see who might try to stop her and you can be certain she knows there’s a Shadowcull in this city because she probably caught a whiff of my magic when we saved Mike from getting splattered by the C-Train.”
We came to the cemetery for answers and we got them. “This is my past and your future, kiddo,” Dad said quietly. “You know what you have to do, Donna.”
Mom heaved a weary sigh and stared at me, grim-faced. “We don’t have a minute to waste. The winter solstice is tomorrow night. The Wheatland coven is going to be busy getting everything ready for the ritual of Yule. They’re the only people who can stand up to Adriel’s blood coven and they won’t see her coming. I have to warn them.”
A panic seized me. “She might attack when the witches are at their weakest, when they’re divided and distracted. She’s already killed one student; a gymnasium filled with a hundred students makes a hell of a good distraction.”
Betty rumbled. “Spirits bless us all; the girl has a lick of sense about her. A black mage who gathers power by killing children? Two boys infected with Soul Worms in as many days and one of them dead? Adriel is going to infect every student who goes to that dance! A magical assault that is sure to draw out the only people in the city that might be able to save them – a coven of white witches.”
“She’ll be ruthless,” said my father. “And it’s a damned blessing you figured it out with time to prepare some kind of plan to save those kids. Go now, all of you. Get the hell out of this cemetery and contact the coven – their lives and the lives of those students depend on it.”
“But, Dad, what about–”
“Go now!” he shouted, his voice echoed through the darkness. “You have to warn them!”
I looked at my mother and could tell that she was visibly shaken. Marcus squeezed my hand and Betty took off running down the snow-covered hill in the direction of Mom’s car.
And so we raced through a ghost-filled cemetery on one of the coldest nights of the year. The winter solstice was a day away and we had to warn the coven before it was too late.
All the pieces of the puzzle fit together now. Less than a week to go before Christmas and Santa wasn’t bringing presents to the students of Crescent Ridge High School.
He was bringing death.



 
CHAPTER 16
 
We took Marcus home.
We had to.
The clock was ticking and the safest place for him was to remain as far the hell away from me as humanly possible. And this time he didn’t kick up a fuss because he knew the terrifying plot we’d uncovered made my battle with the Witchfinder General seem like a summer tea party by comparison. But was Marcus really safe? Was anyone?
I didn’t have a clue what this Adriel looked like or where she might be hiding, and at this stage of the game it didn’t matter. There was no time to conduct a search for a black mage who’d been operating from the shadows for possibly hundreds of years. No, our task this night was to make contact with the Wheatland coven and warn them of the impending attack. Lives hung in the balance – the students’, the witches’, my mother’s and even my own.
Coven House, the temple for the Wheatland Coven of White Witches dates back to the late eighteen hundreds; a period of massive expansion in the Canadian west. When Canada became a country in 1867, the entire prairie region was nothing more than a collection of trading posts. It was inhabited by indigenous peoples, proud First Nations’ tribes like the Blackfoot and the Assiniboine, the Sioux and the Peigan. Millions of buffalo roamed free in a land that was unspoiled since time began. Everything changed when European settlers moved in thanks to the building of the Canadian Pacific Railway. A ribbon of steel stretched out across the prairie to the mountains and settlers were wooed to the west by promises of free land. And so they came by the thousands. By 1890, towns took shape, and my hometown of Calgary was one of them. Among those settlers from Europe came witches from places like England and Ireland but also from eastern European countries like Hungary and the Ukraine. They formed covens just as they had in the old country, a new generation of witches in a new land full of promise and hope.
The gathering place for the Wheatland coven was inside the old Unitarian Church on Bowness Road. I’d never visited the place and this was to be my first time in the company of a witch that wasn’t my mother. It was shortly past 9pm when we pulled up in front of the old sandstone building. I gazed out the window to see a wrought iron fence with a large arched gate. A serpentine walkway that had been scraped clean of snow and ice led to a large concrete stairway and a pair of oak doors that had to be at least ten feet tall.
“Are you ready for this, Mom?” I asked as I fiddled with my Shadowcull’s band. “It’s been a long time for you. I hope there aren’t any bad feelings from when you left.”
Mom clenched her jaw tightly and drew in a deep breath of air. She cocked an eyebrow and glanced at me self-consciously. “You don’t know the half of it, Julie. I see a light in the upstairs window, the Maven is here. When we go inside, you’ll refer to her as ‘Blessed Maven’. You’ll not speak unless you’re spoken to and you’ll be mindful not to touch anything. You don’t have that right. Jesus, I don’t have that right, either. Do you understand?”
I turned my head to the back seat. “What about Betty? Is she coming?”
The enormous dog snorted. “Let the Maven try and stop me.”
“I take that as a yes. OK, let’s go,” I said nervously.
We climbed out of the car and walked up to the gate. There was a small bell with a drawstring so my mother gave it a pull and it rang out once. I saw a fluttering of movement behind a curtain from the upstairs window and then a ripple of magical energy washed over me. The Maven gave off a magical signature of such intensity that it dwarfed mine or my mother’s and I shuddered for a moment at the idea of what might happen if our meeting didn’t go terribly well. Mom had left the coven; there was bound to be some resentment even after all these years. I could only hope that whatever ill-will was between Mom and the Maven could be put aside, because the coven was in grave danger.
A few moments later, one of the oak doors opened and light spilled out onto the stairway. A tiny woman of no more than five feet tall stood in the doorway and her eyes narrowed sharply the moment she laid eyes on Mom.
“The Shadowcull’s wife returns,” she said in a scratchy voice. She was dressed in a simple floral pattern dress made of what looked like a heavy material. Her thin gray hair was pinned up into a bun similar to the style my mother usually wore and her penetrating eyes sat behind a thick pair of glasses. She leaned heavily on a twisted wooden cane and gazed down at us suspiciously.
Mom gave her a slight bow and said, “Greetings, Blessed Maven. I’m sorry to disturb you so late at night, but I wouldn’t have come if there wasn’t a damned good reason for it.”
The old woman’s gaze shifted over to me and I felt the powerful touch of her magic. She scanned my magical signature and my spirit tingled as she gazed at my Shadowcull’s band. And that’s when Betty the dog decided to walk right in front of me, distracting the old woman.
“The girl is not a threat, Mother Maven,” she rumbled. “And neither is the girl’s mother. A shadow is descending upon this hallowed place. Kindly invite us inside because we must move quickly.”
“That’s Blessed Maven,” she said with a hint of anger in her voice. Betty raised her hackles and growled softly.
“You are a Maven only to those of your kind, old woman, but not to me. You know what I am and you’d be wise to mind your place because you are in the presence of one who has seen the passage of time written on every stone that makes up the walls of your temple.”
Holy shit. Go Betty.
The tiny woman made a grunting sound. After a few seconds she nodded once and then whispered a word of magic. Instantly, I felt the magical wards protecting the old church drop back and the gate opened with a loud creak, so we climbed the staircase and walked into the old building. As soon as I’d stepped inside, the familiar scent of drying herbs and fragrant oils filled the air. And the magical energy emanating from the place felt very old; it tickled my senses and reminded me that I was standing in the front hall of a sacred place. For the briefest of moments, I felt unworthy to set foot on the polished oak floors; as if my presence would somehow taint the rich history of the building. Beeswax candles lit the corridor, splashing yellow-orange light onto heavily plastered walls that were covered with a variety of Samhain wreaths that pulsed with supernatural power. Tapestries showing images of ancient rites were draped between the wreaths, the names of each act carefully woven into the fabric in the Theban alphabet. And each tapestry gave off a sense of great magical energy – these were the sentinels that protected the building.
The Maven led us through a large archway and into an enormous room with a twenty-five-foot high ceiling. The walls were decorated with a mural of Cerridwen; the Celtic Goddess of Transformation. The tendrils of her hair stretched out across the wall and morphed into a prairie scene of flat land and waist-high wheat. A black sky speckled with stars went up the walls to cover the entire ceiling, and in the middle was a massive blue-gray full moon.
In the middle of the room stood five large sandstone blocks, each the size of a dishwasher. Upon each block a different pagan image had been carved; an Elm tree, a chalice, a bell, a wreath and finally, a spell book. The blocks were covered with candles and arranged in a circle, connected to each other by a line of white sand about four inches thick. We stepped into the ring and took a seat on the smooth oak floor. The old Maven hobbled over to the sandstone block with the image of the Elm Tree and stood behind it. She then lit the five candles atop her sandstone dais with a whispered spell.
“Blessed be to the Goddess of the Night,” the old woman called out.
“Blessed be,” my mother replied.
The Maven stepped to the side of the sandstone block and flashed a scowl at my mother.
“Your return was foretold by me, if you’ll recall,” she said, never breaking the angry expression on her face. “You were once my adept, you’d been groomed to one day take my place and now tonight you return to me alongside a child who wears the weapon of the Shadowcull.”
Whoa. The Maven was once my mother’s teacher. This was going to be good.
Mom stood up and her magic hummed, sending a ripple of energy across the polished floor. “She wears the weapon of her father!” Mom snapped. “And I am no longer your adept. My daughter has proven herself against the darkest of magic. She saved me from an immortal sorceress and the spirit of the Witchfinder General.”
The old woman’s gaze flashed over to me and a crooked smile appeared on her face. “The spirits told me of the girl’s encounter with the ghost of Matthew Hopkins. Tell me, Adept, how does it feel to wield so much power?”
I could feel her eyes boring into me, but I wasn’t about to show even the tiniest sign of weakness. I might have been sitting inside the sacred circle of the Wheatland Coven’s temple, but I was determined to remain calm and respectful in spite of the clear bitterness the old woman still held for my mother.
“It is a source of wonder and fear, Blessed Maven,” I said being careful to sound as respectful as humanly possible. “It’s also a duty that I am privileged to carry out. My father died protecting innocent people from the darkness; if I am one tenth as brave as he was then I will have honored his memory.”
“Bravery won’t save you from the Left Hand Path, Adept. Your father was brave and a fat lot of good it did, he was careless with his gift – as careless as an Adept that seeks out a Broker at the eleventh hour.”
Betty emitted a low growl. “Enough, Mother Maven. We are here to warn you of impending danger to everyone in this coven.”
The Maven leaned over the sandstone block and shifted her gaze to Betty. “There is always impending danger for a coven of witches,” she said firmly. “We protect one another through the strength of our collective spirits. Why should we fear on this day when we do not fear the other three hundred and sixty-four days of the year?”
“What is coming has to do with choices that were made in this place many years ago,” Mom said sharply. “You’ve been the Maven here since I was my daughter’s age. You once dispatched a Shadowcull to destroy a black mage named Adriel, do you remember?”
I watched as the old woman’s grip on her cane tightened. I felt a surge in her magical signature and what I could have sworn was a trace of malice.
She blinked a few times as she stared at my mother. Her eyes had a faraway look in them as she grunted and said, “I remember. She killed three children in this city. It was in the middle of winter – three bodies found frozen in the snow at three different playgrounds in the city, each bearing her mark. The police were baffled and the newspapers were baying like a pack of wild dogs. Yes, this coven sent a Shadowcull to destroy Adriel, and he failed. As I recall, he was very lucky to escape with his life.”
Mom didn’t even flinch. Instead she stood motionless, but I could have sworn that I heard her teeth grinding together. “Stephen wasn’t much older than Julie at the time. He was inexperienced and barely in control of his abilities. This coven sent him to kill Adriel without any backup plan, and she has returned, Blessed Maven. The boy who died at the weekend was covered with Soul Worms and my daughter tried to save him. The day before, another boy tried to kill himself by jumping in front of an oncoming train. Again, infected with Soul Worms, only this time, Julie did manage to save his life.”
“And what proof do you have that Adriel has returned?” she asked.
“We have none other than the word of Stephen Richardson’s spirit,” Mom replied. “But my daughter believes she encountered Adriel’s adherent last night at the home of the boy who survived the first attack. The Winter Solstice is tomorrow night and there is a dance at my daughter’s school. We believe that Adriel has a blood coven and she intends to infect all the students at that dance with Carrion Phage. Adriel knows that only a coven of white witches can save those students – that’s when she will make her move; when the Wheatland coven is too busy to notice. She’ll attack when each witch’s spirit has been weakened from trying to save those kids. Blessed Maven, Adriel has returned in a bid to achieve immortality. She’ll destroy this coven and the children at my daughter’s school are pawns in a terrible plot. That is why we’re here: to warn you and to ask that you muster all the white witches together, because my daughter and I cannot stop her by ourselves. We need your help; those kids need your help.”
I watched closely as the old woman stepped over the white sand circle. She hobbled up to my mother and then she poked the end of her cane in Mom’s chest.
And amazingly, Mom didn’t even flinch.
“I should never have let you go all those years ago,” the Maven said bitterly. “I should never have let you begin a romantic involvement with Stephen Richardson. You were always wilful and you fought me tooth and nail on every decision that I made. Now you come to me at this late hour to warn of a cataclysm and you expect me to simply drop everything and muster this sacred coven.”
Mom maintained a calm demeanour and looked down at the end of the Maven’s cane. She exhaled slowly and then gazed into the old woman’s eyes. “I expect the witches of this coven to be prepared for whatever Adriel throws at them. I take no joy at coming here tonight; you and I have our differences and I’m ready to set mine aside for the greater good. We have to make preparations.”
So that’s where I got my rebellious streak from. Gauging from the anger in the Maven’s voice, she once had to deal with the same kinds of frustrations that my mother has when dealing with me. And for a brief moment, it was like looking into my future. Mom was rebellious enough to leave the coven. She’d chosen love over duty – an impossible choice at the best of times. She’d severed her relationship with her teacher, the one person who’d connected with my mother on a spiritual level. Their relationship had been destroyed as a result and I shuddered as I considered whether I was looking at an image of my relationship with Mom one day.
Maybe I was rebellious and wilful. But don’t all teenagers go through the same thing? It’s not like I disagreed with Mom on every decision that she made, but she’d been pushing me to end my relationship with Marcus. She worried about how my life would change should something terrible happen to him. Maybe she was right, but what about my happiness? Didn’t I have a right to be happy? Could I find happiness now that I’d taken my father’s place?
The questions kept on coming and I gave my head a shake because at the heart of the matter was this: lives were at stake. My happiness would have to take a back seat whether I liked it or not.
The Maven retreated to her sandstone dais. She placed both hands on her cane and her eyes panned over the three of us. Betty relaxed again and lowered her hackles and I studied the old woman’s face for a clue about what her decision would be.
And it was a decision that I didn’t see coming.
“Shadowcull, step forward,” she said in voice full of resolve. I took one step ahead and Mom placed her hand on my shoulder to stop me.
“This is a seminal moment in your life, Julie,” she whispered. “Walk up to the dais and kneel before the Blessed Maven, because what’s about to happen is a sacred act.”
I turned my head toward Mom and I could see a flash of pride on her face. Her eyes began to well up with tears, glinting in the light of the chamber. She squeezed my shoulder firmly and said, “Go now.”
My stomach fluttered nervously as I approached the old woman. Her spirit flared up with magical energy and my body suddenly became bathed in unnatural light as I dropped to one knee and looked up at the Maven.
The deep furrow of wrinkles around her eyes stretched down her hollow cheeks and around her thin lips. Amid those wrinkles was a pair of eyes that burned with an intensity that belied the frail, feeble look of the old woman. She stretched out her arm and placed a withered, twisted hand that was covered with liver spots on my head. She whispered in the ancient tongue of our kind and then her magic flowed through me as her hand gently brushed the side of my face until it stopped underneath my chin.
“Look upon me, Shadowcull,” the Maven as she gently lifted my chin. “If Adriel has indeed returned and if this conspiracy is true, then she will need a massive quantity of malicious energy to fuel her dark spell. I command you to seek out the source of malice that fuels the black mage. You must remember to be wary of the enemy’s presence for she will guard her wellspring of power at all costs.”
The Maven’s hand dropped limply to her side. She exhaled slowly as the unnatural light emanating from her body diminished until it was gone; so I stood up and gazed down at my Shadowcull’s band. I’d been tasked with bringing the source of malice to the Maven. I spun around on my heels to see my mother avoiding my gaze and the look on her face told me everything I needed to know – at some point in the next twenty-four hours, I was fairly certain that I’d be in the throes of a duel with a powerful black mage. And if my father was unable to defeat Adriel, then I would have to find a way.
Even if it killed me.



 
CHAPTER 17
 
We raced home as quickly as my mother’s car would carry us. It was nearly 11 o’clock and in the last few hours I’d discovered a plot to kill a bunch of students from my high school and probably every single white witch in the city. I’d learned that my mother had been apprentice to the Maven of the Wheatland Coven and there was bad blood between them over Mom’s decision to leave – all in the name of loving my father. And I was to do battle with a black mage who was hundreds of years old, a mage that my father had been unable to defeat.
Things were spinning out of control and I chuckled to myself as Mom pulled her car into the driveway. Outside the snow was falling slowly, the night sky filled with fat, puffy snowflakes that landed gently on the sidewalk leading up to the front door of my house.
Mom shut the engine off and reached into her purse. She pulled out a box that was wrapped in white paper along with a thin ribbon tied into a bow. “Here,” she said, handing it to me. “I’d meant to give you this earlier, but it’s been kind of insane since we had our little blow-up.”
I arched my eyebrows and took the small box, giving it a tiny shake beside my ear. “What is it?” I asked, completely surprised by her gesture.
“Open it up,” she replied.
And so I did. I tore off the ribbon and ripped open the wrapping paper. It was a white box and inside was a new smartphone.
“Oh my God, thanks Mom,” I said as I ripped open the end of the cardboard box and pulled out the Styrofoam packaging. “It would have taken me forever to save up enough to get a new one… I’m sorry about what happened.”
She nodded and said, “I’m sorry too. Luckily, my spell didn’t destroy the sim card. Once you turn it on, I’m sure you’ll have messages from Marcus waiting for you.”
I pressed the tiny button and the shining white phone came to life. The screen lit up, bathing the interior of the car in white light and within seconds the screen was filled with familiar apps.
Mom was right – there were messages waiting for me from Marcus. And also from Twyla Standingready.
Betty poked her head in between the front seats. “A lovely device – are we going to spend the rest of the evening inside this car? Because I need to go.”
“Sorry, Betty,” Mom muttered as she opened the door and stepped out into the cold. I climbed out the passenger side and opened the back door for Betty. The giant dog jumped out and tore around the side of the house leaving a cloud of kicked-up snow in her wake. Mom lowered the sentinel spells protecting the house with a wave of her hand. I resisted the urge to reply to the messages from Marcus and Twyla out of respect for my mother’s gesture as I followed her up the steps and back into the house. After our encounter with the Maven, I was finally starting to understand why Mom had been such a harsh teacher all my life and why she and I butted heads more times than I care to remember. I was my mother’s daughter and she had a lifetime of regret over choices that she’d made and people that were hurt in the process.
Maybe I needed to grow up a bit and cut her some slack.
I hung up my coat as Mom locked the door. I could hear Betty scratching at the back door so I padded into the kitchen and let her in. The Great Dane tromped into the kitchen and promptly gave its massive body a series of shakes sending flecks of snow flying off in all directions. Mom took a seat at the kitchen table and slumped over, resting her head on her forearms. She let out a loud sigh and said, “I’m tired, Julie. I’m also embarrassed because you’ve learned that even your mother has a past.”
I sat down next to her and draped an arm over her shoulder as Betty padded over and nestled her large head against my ribs.
“I will protect your daughter when the time comes,” Betty rumbled. “My powers are diminished because it is winter, but I can still pack a punch if need be. In the meantime, Julie needs to prepare for action and you must ready things for what is coming.”
Mom rested her chin on her forearms and stared blankly at nothing in particular. “It looks like we’ll all be fighting for our lives come tomorrow night.”
I gave my mother an uneasy look. “I’ve been charged with finding the source of malice and all I’m running on a hunch, Mom. Do you remember when we were at McDonald’s and you asked me about that boy, about Willard Schubert?”
“Yes, what about him?”
“I think he might be this wellspring of malice the Blessed Maven was talking about. There’s been an orchestrated campaign of harassment against this kid – at school, on Facebook, basically everywhere. You know that stuff we showed you? And it was planned by Travis Butler and Mike Olsen. Now Travis is dead and Mike’s mind is wrecked – the common denominator is Willard Schubert – you even told me that loneliness is crippling. That it can lead to envy and then to hatred, a perfect breeding ground for malice under the right circumstances. Willard is the missing piece of the puzzle and I need to find him and bring him to the Blessed Maven. Just… please tell me that no harm will come to him. I don’t trust that old cow, not even for a second.”
Mom spun around and shot me an angry glare. “You take that back, Julie Richardson. The Maven is a cranky, miserable old woman, but you’ll not find a witch with a kinder heart. I know it’s hard to believe, but the Maven will lay down her life to save you – to save anyone. She will protect Willard. If he is the fuel for Adriel’s magic, then I suspect she’s going to try to put him to sleep until all of this blows over. It will have to be one hell of a sleeping potion and we’d better hope that kid doesn’t know magic because all those clouds of energy we saw hovering over the C-Train station and the McDonald’s? That’s his malice taken physical form. It’s all very clear now.”
I blinked. “So, how do I get a distrustful teenage boy who has faced bullying on an epic scale to trust me?”
Mom shook her head. “I don’t know, sweetheart, but you’ve got to find him fast.”
“What are you going to do, Mom?”
Her eyes moved over to look at the basement door. She let out another weary sigh and said, “I’m going to prepare a bunch of magic potions. I’m going to find my old Pentacle and speak a bunch of protective spells into the stitching. Come tomorrow night, I’ll need as much protection as I can muster. And I’m going to stitch new spells into your Shadowcull’s cloak. At some point I’ll manage to catch a few winks of sleep.”
“You’re leaving me to find Willard on my own…? Um, wow.”
She nodded. “It’s your task, Julie. As much as I want to go with you, the Blessed Maven charged you with finding Willard. Drink the potion. Stick to the shadows and if you get in too deep, wait for backup. Got it?”
“I got it,” I said, literally beaming from the inside out. For the first time in my life, Mom was stepping back. She was giving me her blessing to act on my own and my heart soared, despite the fear that was churning away in the pit of my stomach.
“And Julie?” said Mom as she took my hand. Her lips arched into a warm smile and I noticed her eyes beginning to well up with tears.
“Yeah?”
“Answer your text messages from Marcus. He’ll be worried about you.”
 
Betty followed me up to my bedroom. I threw on a clean T-shirt and my Iron Maiden sweatshirt and then hopped onto my bed, my new phone in hand. My head was still spinning after meeting with the Maven and a sense of dread washed over me when I considered the dangers we all faced in the hours ahead. I’d overcome my fears in my duel with the Witchfinder General, but that was because I had skin in the game. Mom’s soul was on the line and I was willing to lay down my life to save her. But all of it had been a little bit unreal at the time. I was also dealing with a spiritual entity and not a black mage.
And I’d let Marcus tag along for the ride. I’d watched him bear the full brunt of a death curse and the consequences of his involvement in my magical life never really registered until now. Christ, Marcus had sat in front of me inside the triage tent after we gave our statements to the police about Travis Butler’s death. He’d been visibly shaken, and because I just happen to attract bad juju like flies to honey, Marcus was always going to be at risk. He would always face the prospect of a violent death at the hands of rogue mages like Adriel or any other number of supernatural cataclysms, no matter what he said.
But I was a Shadowcull now. As much as I adored Marcus with all my heart, he wasn’t a witch. Anyone with even a fragment of magical skill could squash him like a bug better than any asshole bully at Crescent Ridge High School. It was time for Marcus and I to have a heart-to-heart talk and it was everything I could do to stop myself from busting out bawling as I gripped my phone in my right hand. My heart didn’t want to end things, but my head was screaming at me to set Marcus free. I was a witch. I had responsibilities. I had people to protect and Marcus was number one on that list. The only problem was that my heart wasn’t ready to let him go.
I pressed the text app and read through Marcus’s messages.
HawkingFan: You there? Just wanted to check in.
Thirty minutes later another message:
HawkingFan: OK it’s like 10pm. Whatever is going down I hope that you’re safe.
And then at 10.30pm:
HawkingFan: Alright I’m worried. Just please text me when you get this so I know you’re OK.
I quickly messaged back:
Jules: Just got home. I’m safe and I want you to lay low until this is all over.
I pressed send and then quickly opened the text message from Twyla Standingready. It had been sent more than three hours ago and read:
TwylanotTwilight: A link was just posted to my wall on FB. It’s a clear threat to every single student at CRHS. One word – RETRIBUTION. Fake FB account. Everyone freaking. Txt me back.
I gulped back a knot of fear and my phone buzzed in my hands. It was Marcus.
HawkingFan: JESUS! I just checked FB and there’s some kind of threat. People freaked right out.
I quickly replied.
Jules: I’m here. Got your messages. Twyla just texted me & says it’s a fake FB account. WTF?
HawkingFan: Glad you got phone working. WTF is right. RETRIBUTION. This is nuts.
Jules: I know who is behind it.
HawkingFan: I hear you. Willard Schubert. What’s the plan?
I hesitated for a moment, holding my fingers just above the touchscreen. I should have known that Marcus – with his gigantic intellect – would be ten steps ahead of me in working things out. I knew he would try to help me figure out a way to get Willard Schubert to Coven House, that much was a given. The challenge would be to keep him away from me without blowing a major gasket. I chewed my lip for a moment as I considered the best choice of words.
Jules: Marcus. I want u to stay at home. I’m serious. Mom’s coven is now involved & this is no place for a civilian.
HawkingFan: ??? When have I ever not been there for you?
Jules: I’m not saying that, OK? But this is way more dangerous than a bunch of poltergeists going apeshit.
HawkingFan: This is BS Julie. It’s my choice to help you with this stuff. It has always been my choice. Don’t I get to have a say?
I glanced at Betty and she cocked her enormous doggy head to the right. After a short moment, I punched in my reply on the keypad.
Jules: Not this time. I’m sorry but u have to steer clear of me for now. L L
I was expecting another string of words in protest, but nothing came. I waited a minute and nothing still. A further five minutes ticked by and still no message back from Marcus. Shit, I must have really pissed him off, hurt his feelings yet again or both. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: how much do I suck?
A moment later my phone buzzed and I touched the screen to see what Marcus had to say.
HawkingFan: OK. I’m sorry I got mad. I’ve always helped you with this stuff – remember? But I’ll stay away – I promise.
I bit my lip and immediately burst out sobbing. Betty immediately hobbled over to my bedside and nudged her head against my thigh.
“What’s wrong, Julie?” she rumbled.
I shook my head. A series of tears rolled down my cheeks and dripped onto my sweatshirt. “Everything is wrong. I just hurt someone that I care about… Marcus. I told him to stay away for now, that it was too dangerous. Damn! I hurt the one person who has always stood by me no matter what and even though I want him to stay away for the right reason, it doesn’t make me feel any less like the biggest ass in the known universe.”
The Great Dane sat. “The boy cannot be with you. Your heart may well feel like it is breaking, but imagine what you would feel like if any harm were to come to him. Clear your mind of these intense feelings because I cannot go with you tonight.”
I sniffed. “Why not? Betty, I can’t do this alone.”
“These old bones will only slow you down, Julie. But you won’t be alone. You have another powerful friend – Twyla.”
I hadn’t considered that Twyla would want to help beyond what she’d already offered. I also felt like I didn’t have a right to ask for her to come to my aid, but she was every bit as powerful as me and I needed someone else to watch my back. I stared at my phone for a long, painful minute and then I texted Marcus back.
Jules: L L L
It was all I could say.



 
CHAPTER 18
 
I’d just stomped all over the heart of someone I loved. Oh, that whole line about tomorrow being another day? Yeah, it’s BS. The clock on my phone read 3.01am and I still felt like the biggest ass in the galaxy.
But I had to focus. I couldn’t let my emotions tangle up my judgement because Willard Schubert had to be found before Adriel could get her claws into him. The only problem was that I didn’t know where he lived. I decided to check the white pages and after a few minutes of scanning the app on my phone, I discovered there were more than twenty Schubert’s listed in the city and not one address that was anywhere near Crescent Ridge High School. I glanced at Betty and the dog emitted a loud sigh as she slowly dropped onto the floor and rested her head on her forepaws.
I was just about to say something when my phone buzzed, so I looked down to see that I had a text message from Twyla.
TwylanotTwilight: Hey. Grandfather says that video is a minion of some kind. What r u doing?
Jules: Shadowcull stuff. I need to find Willard Schubert – will explain later. Can you help?
TwylanotTwilight: Danger and the threat of winding up covered with supernatural larvae? Sure, I live for this stuff.
Jules: Your grandfather will be cool with it?
TwylanotTwilight: My grandfather would insist that I help you. Where do we meet?
Jules: We’ll come to get you. My mom will pick you up.
TwylanotTwilight: No. Gramps will drop me off at your place. Be there in 15min.
I threw on a fresh pair of wool socks because, if I was going to be out all night, I didn’t want my feet to freeze. I tied my long red hair into a tight ponytail and then I headed downstairs and into the kitchen. Despite the crazy hour of the morning, there was a bowl of Rice Krispies and a banana waiting for me, so I sat down and peeled the banana. Betty lay down on her doggy bed near the back door and a moment later I heard Mom’s footsteps as she climbed up the stairs from the basement. I turned around in my chair and saw that she was holding my Shadowcull’s cloak.
“I’ve spoken some new protective wards into the stitching, Julie,” she said wearily. “It’s strong enough to stop an artillery round.”
I gulped back a mouthful of cereal and said, “Let’s hope I won’t need them. Twyla is on the way over. She’s coming with me tonight.”
Mom shuffled into the kitchen and draped my cloak on the back of my chair. She knelt down on one knee and gazed into my eyes.
“I came by to check on you and heard you crying,” she said quietly. “Listen, I know that things have been difficult between us and the last thing I want to do is add to the stress we’re both under. My heart tells me the reason you were crying is because you had a talk with Marcus. If so, then I want you to remember that you did the right thing. You’ve always done the right thing all your life when it comes to following your heart, and you’ve made responsible decisions when you had to. Sometimes those decisions carry with them a lot of heartache.”
I could feel my throat starting to tighten so I gulped back another mouthful of cereal and forced my guilt down into the pit of my stomach. “I know, Mom. You were right and I’ve treated you like crap ever since you got out of the hospital.”
She gave my knee a squeeze. “We’ve both gone a few rounds with each other. I wish that I could take your hurt away. I wish that you and I didn’t have to butt heads all the time. I see so much of myself in your eyes and part of the reason that I dig my heels in is because I don’t want you to feel the kind of loss that I’ve experienced in my life.”
Well damn. My eyes started to burn as they began to fill up with tears. I didn’t want Mom to see me cry. I didn’t want her to see any weakness in me. I wanted more than anything to be hard and decisive. I wanted to be firm and brave and in that short moment of mother-daughter intimacy, I wanted so much to be as strong as Mom was.
I burst out bawling again and then I buried my face into her shoulder. Mom drew me close and rubbed the middle of my back like she used to when I was little.
“I’m sorry, Mom,” I sobbed. “I just want you to believe in me and I’ve made so many stupid decisions in the past and I always felt like you resented me because I wear this rotten stinking copper band on my arm. I just…”
“Shhh, sweetheart,” she whispered soothingly. “Listen to me closely. You are my precious daughter. I’ve trained you the best that I could. I’ve tried to give you a strong sense of right versus wrong so that your heart would guide you when the time came for hard choices. This is one of those times, Julie, and though I don’t say it enough, I want you to know that I’m incredibly proud of you. When you go out tonight, be wise. Be strong, Julie. Be who you are and keep standing your ground.”
That did it.
I’d have started bawling again, but I didn’t have any more tears to cry. I stood up and Mom helped me into my winter coat. She draped my Shadowcull’s cloak over my shoulders and gave me another hug for good measure.
“Thanks for that, Mom,” I said as she escorted me to the front door. My phone buzzed in the pocket of my parka and I glanced down to see a message from Twyla saying that she was waiting outside in the driveway. I peered through the peephole and saw her standing there in the glow of the streetlights.
“Find that boy, Julie,” Mom said as she reached into her pocket. She pulled out a swatch of black cloth and handed it to me.
“What’s this?”
“It’s a piece of the fabric from Willard Schubert’s backpack. I expect you’ll be using a tracking spell. Now get going. If you wind up in a situation that is too much for you, call me and I’ll come running. Got it?”
I nodded. “Got it. Thanks, Mom.”
And so I walked out the front door and as soon as I stepped outside, I took a deep breath of clear, cold air.
This was going to be a dangerous night. I could feel it in my bones.
 
“I thought that I’d be meeting your grandfather,” I said as I gave Twyla a hug. “We could have picked you up.”
“You will when the time is right,” said Twyla as she stared at my Shadowcull’s cloak. “He sent me out to see if that big ball of energy was still hovering above the McDonald’s.”
We started down the sidewalk as a chill wind blew against our backs. “It’s half past three in the morning, Twyla. Please don’t tell me that you’ve been out all night investigating this crap without any backup.”
She shrugged. “OK… I wasn’t out all night investigating this crap. As for backup, I have a grizzly bear.”
“Good point. Listen, is that cloud of energy still there?”
She nodded. “Yep. I tried to find its source but wound up empty-handed.”
“And did you do anything to mask your magical signature?”
She shook her head. “Nope, I think there’s little point in my doing so since our encounter with that tar-creature thing. Whoever sent it knows who I am and what I can do.”
I grabbed her by the shoulder and stopped dead in my tracks. “Good point. OK, so we need to find Willard Schubert as quickly as possible and I have an idea.”
“I’m all ears. What have you got?”
I reached into the pocket of my jeans and handed Twyla the patch of cloth from Willard’s backpack. “There was a cloud of energy over the top of the Southland C-Train station. The station will be closed now, but I think we could use this patch of cloth and that energy to track Willard’s whereabouts. It’s worth a shot, right?”
“Yeah… But there’s an alarm system. There’s also CCTV all over the place – how are we going to get in without being caught?”
I pulled at Twyla’s arm as I stomped on through the snow. “We’ll figure it out when we get there. Let’s move.”
 
The lights in the parking lot at the C-Train station were out and the snow glinted in the moonlight. Twyla and I stood behind a chain link fence gazing out over the open ground for any signs of security cameras. We spotted a pair of them; the first was high atop a light post adjacent to the main entrance and the other was on the east side of the parking lot.
I shivered as I slipped my amulet into my Shadowcull’s band and I noticed that Twyla had a death grip on her deer skin fetish. “Are you any good at aeromancy?” I asked.
She shook her head. “I’m more of a hit 'em hard and fast kind of girl. What’s your plan?”
“I thought we might be able to create a bit of a snow screen to block out the cameras, but I’ll just hex them and be done with it.”
Twyla’s eyes narrowed. “A hex will probably send the cops once whoever is monitoring the CCTV sees that both cameras are out. And there’s probably a camera or two inside the terminal.”
I pointed to the platform. “We won’t go into the terminal. We’ll scale the fence alongside the tracks and climb onto the platform. There’s a camera above the doors to the terminal entrance, so I’ll have to hex that as well.”
Twyla closed her eyes for a moment as she stretched out her right hand. She spread her fingers wide open and then said, “I can see the cloud of energy, and it’s just as intense as the one at McDonald’s. We’re going to have to move superfast with this tracking spell of yours.”
“I hear you,” I replied. “You ready?”
She opened her eyes and nodded once. “Ready.”
I took a deep breath and concentrated as I stared hard at the first camera. I felt my magic build and then I held out my left hand and whispered, “Hexus!” There was a loud pop and a spray of yellow-orange sparks lit up the darkness as the first camera went up in smoke. I turned my attention to the second camera and hexed it with the same results.
“Let’s go,” I said firmly as I climbed over the small chain link fence and dashed across the parking lot. Twyla was less than a second behind me as we raced to the second fence alongside the tracks. We dropped down to one knee and were gazing out across the parking lot when I noticed our footprints.
“There’s not much we can do about our tracks,” said Twyla. “I can see the camera above the entrance to the terminal. Are you sure that’s the only one?”
I nodded. “Yeah. I basically live at Southland station when I’m not at home.”
Twyla grunted and then made a sweeping motion with her right arm. She whispered a word of power in her native tongue and hexed the camera. It lit up the darkness with a blinding flash and then a plume of blue smoke billowed in the air.
“A little overkill there on that hex, Twyla?” I chuckled mildly.
She gave her pouch a small shake and made a snorting sound. “Whatever, it’s done. Let’s get on with this tracking spell.”
“Right,” I said as I quickly scrambled over the chain link fence. I raced across the track and then scrambled up on the platform with a loud grunt. As I got back to my feet I watched as Twyla leaped over the fence with the grace of an Olympic hurdler. She then sprang onto the platform, landing with a small roll.
“That was easy,” she said as she stood up.
“Uh, you gotta teach me how to be more graceful,” I said.
I pointed to the spot where Mike Olsen was attacked.
“Good genes,” said Twyla. “It’s always the genes when you think about it.”
We walked over to the spot I’d pointed out and I quickly scraped a three-foot area of the platform clear of snow. I knelt down and placed the small swatch of cloth from Willard’s backpack onto the concrete and then reached into my pocket and grabbed a nub of chalk. I drew a circle around the cloth and then squatted at its twelve o’clock position.
“Kneel down opposite me and join your hands with mine,” I said hurriedly. Above me the supernatural field of energy crackled. It was almost as if it knew what Twyla and I were about to do and was showing its disapproval. She did as instructed and I joined hands with hers.
“I don’t do tracking spells,” she said. “This one’s on you, Julie.”
I nodded. “Fair enough. Just close your eyes tightly and reach for your magic. I’m going to try and channel our spirits through the cloth and straight into that mass of energy.”
She exhaled heavily and looked warily at the small circle that I’d drawn. “The bad guys aren’t going to like this very much.”
“Bad guys don’t like anything, that’s why they’re bad guys. Now concentrate.”
Twyla gripped my hands and I felt a nearly painful jolt as her magic blended with mine. I gazed down at the cloth, intensifying my focus. Our supernatural auras fused together and a ghostly, shimmering wave of golden light began to take shape just above the circle. It was a crapshoot as to whether my spell would even work because in order to physically locate a living, breathing soul, you need a something that is a part of them. A fingernail clipping or a hair would work. The best conduit would be blood; I’d be able to locate someone down to the square meter if I had just a drop of blood. The best I could hope for in the case of the swatch of cloth would be that some skin cells from Willard’s scalp might have fallen on it. If that didn’t work, my backup plan was to draw on the spectral energy high above the C-Train station and hope that a counterspell wouldn’t come our way, because we’d be completely exposed and vulnerable.
I took a deep breath and called out. “Ostraca Obscondus!”
The tiny piece of cloth immediately burst into a bright green flame that flickered for less than ten seconds. A thin finger of smoke wafted up above our heads and that was the exact moment when I learned just how powerful Adriel must truly be. There was a flash of white light and a thunderous roar shook the platform. I looked up in a panic to see the magic that had lingered above the train station for more than two days begin to churn as it fell on Twyla and me with the fury of a hurricane. The massive, billowing cloud of energy sizzled with electricity as small bolts of lightning started smashing into the platform. There was another flash of light followed by a concussive wave half a second later. I lost my grip on both of Twyla’s hands as the explosive force from the lightning blast sent me flying backward. I crashed into a metal post and banged my head so hard that I saw stars.
I tried to get up, but when I opened my eyes, it was everything that I could do to stop myself from screaming as dozens upon dozens of ghosts of children – each wearing garments of a fashion that hadn’t been worn in more than a century – stood on both edges of the platform. A thick fog comprised of the spirits rolled forward. They reached out with clawed hands that beckoned me to join their mad procession. I was blind to everything on the platform save for the haunting, tortured faces of the murdered children, their mouths hanging open; frozen in place as if each was screaming.
And that’s when I saw a white light flashing in the middle of the platform.
“I’m over here, Julie,” shouted Twyla. “Run toward my beacon.”
I stumbled forward, the back of my head aching so badly that I had to bite my lip to stop myself from crying out.
“What am I seeing?” Twyla whispered as she stood with her back against mine.
“Adriel, a black mage. She’s centuries old and these are the ghosts of all the children she has killed.
“Come again?”
“She’s the bad guy in all of this,” I said as I pushed back a wave of panic. “She has gained unnaturally long life by killing children and drawing on their life force at the moment of death. We think she plans to kill all the students who go to the dance tonight. She wants immortality and what better way to kill a bunch of students than to enthral them with Soul Worms? She’ll have a small army of souls that she can kill, one by one.”
I gazed out at the spirits of the dead children and they stood motionless; silent witnesses to nearly three centuries of murder. Those clouds of energy my mother and I had detected at the McDonald’s and the C-Train station were amalgams of ghostly power, vessels for the souls of all the children that Adriel had murdered over the years. The malice we’d tapped into was the rage each spirit still carried at having their lives cut short by one of the vilest witches ever to draw a breath.
Why they’d chosen to reveal themselves to Twyla and me was a mystery, but I had a hunch the spirits were out for vengeance.
“Are they going to attack us?” said Twyla.
“I don’t think so. They’re ghosts and they can’t do anything to us.”
“But I can!” a woman’s voice rang out of the fog.
As the words reached my ears I felt another ringing blow to the back of my head.
And the lights went out.



 
CHAPTER 19
 
I came to in the darkness. The smell of engine oil and rubber filled my nostrils and my stomach pitched and heaved with a brutal wave of nausea. My hands were bound tightly behind my back and I could feel another body pressed firmly against me. A raging headache screamed through my brain like a freight train and I could taste the salty copper tang of blood in my mouth.
“Twyla, are you OK?” I whispered. “Where the hell are we?”
“Remind me never to go slamming evil with you again,” she answered. “We’re in the trunk of an unmarked police cruiser. You got whacked on the head by a lady cop and she took my fetish before I could let fly with a curse. I don’t know how long we’ve been trapped in here, but thank God for bad automotive craftsmanship. The seal on the trunk door must be shot because I can see a bit of daylight and there’s fresh air filtering in.”
“Can you feel for my wrists?” I said, trying desperately to stop myself from hyperventilating. “We need to get out of here.”
“No. My face is where your butt is so I’m pretty much useless. By the way, you’re still armed to the teeth. The lovely police woman tried to get your copper band off your wrist, but it wouldn’t budge. Then she tried to tear the amulet out of the little recess in your band, but it wouldn’t come off either. It’s like the damned thing is fused to your body somehow.”
I closed my eyes tight and reached for my magic.
And it hurt like hell.
The freight train in my head morphed into the launch pad of the space shuttle at the moment of ignition. I gritted my teeth, trying desperately to blot out the pain. With a series of long, deep breaths I forced myself to focus and in a few moments the pain subsided enough for me to speak a super-concentrated word of magic.
“Hexus,” I whispered, and the tape on my wrists fell apart. I flipped over onto my side and got a mouthful of Twyla’s knees. “Turn over and I’ll get your hands undone.”
Twyla twisted her body around and I felt for her hands. I could feel the thick wrapping of duct tape that had bound her writs together and I whispered another word of magic. The tape tore apart and Twyla let out a quiet, controlled sigh.
“Listen,” she whispered. “If we’re still in the trunk and not dead it means that cop must be waiting for instructions.”
I held my breath and closed my eyes again, concentrating on the sounds around us. With my Shadowcull’s band enhancing my magic, I could hear sounds so remote the police woman could be more than a football field away from us and I’d still hear her.
“What do you want me to do with the pair of witches?” asked a female voice. It was clear she was talking into a cell phone. There was a long pause and then she answered, “Right. I’ll take care of them both. Nobody will find them.”
Twyla and I were stuck in the trunk of a police cruiser and the cop was clearly one of Adriel’s blood coven members. She’d just received instructions to kill us both – probably as soon as she opened the trunk. But she’d made a huge mistake. She didn’t kill me when she had the chance and I aimed to take it out on her ass.
“Twyla,” I whispered. “Stay quiet and scoot back so that you’re not in contact with my body. The shit is about to hit the fan.”
“Gotcha,” she answered as she pushed herself away from me the best that she could given the cramped environment. I intensified my focus and could hear the police officer’s feet crunching on the snow. And I did something completely unexpected: I tapped into Twyla’s own built-in malice toward the police. It crashed into me like a rogue ocean wave crashing into a shoreline. There was a hollow sounding thunk as the trunk release engaged and then daylight flooded the inside of the trunk.
I squinted the moment a figure appeared and let fly with a barrage of compressed force that hit the cop square in the chest. I formed a dome of protective energy as I rose from inside the trunk and stepped onto the frozen ground. We were in a field, somewhere outside of town, from what I could gather amid the brightness of sunshine glinting off snow. I could see her now, standing in front of a thick stand of poplar trees. She started firing her weapon. Six quick shots rang out; the kinetic energy inside each bullet was easily absorbed by my dome of power. My eyes blazed furiously as I raised my hand and sent a thick pillar of supercharged energy that smashed into the ground with a clap of deafening thunder. The devastating wave from my magical attack nearly blew the cop right out of her winter boots. She careened through the air and crashed into a poplar tree, then slid onto the ground.
She quickly got back to her feet and instead of firing her weapon at me she reached into her pocket and threw a handful of pebbles my way. She whispered a toxic word of power and the pebbles grew to the size of shot put balls. They sped toward me so I dug deeper into my magic and pushed more of my spirit into the protective dome of energy.
This was going to hurt like hell.
The stones slammed into my protective dome, each one sending a ripple of energy flowing around it. My Shadowcull’s band burned against my skin with each impact, like someone was pouring acid onto my wrist. But the dome held and the stones fell into the snow a few feet in front of me.
By now Twyla had climbed out of the trunk. She stood next to me and then tore off her bone bead choker. She clutched it tightly in her left hand and began to shake it as she sang out in a voice as clear and crisp as the freezing air that we were breathing. She cried out in the ancient tongue of her people and golden light radiated from the middle of her chest forming a pool at her feet. I knew what was coming next so stepped aside as the light formed into the bloody, pulpy mass I’d seen the day before. Seconds later, Twyla’s dlézi, her grizzly bear protector, thundered across the open field. The cop fired her weapon at the massive beast, but the creature simply absorbed each round. The bear stopped mere inches from the cop and reared up onto its hind legs, towering over her. It opened its mouth and roared in a voice so primal that I could feel it in my bowels.
I lashed a binding onto her spirit and she cried out in pain. I seized her very essence and held it tightly in my magical grip and squeezed. Hard.
She raged in an unholy voice as Twyla and I tramped through the snow. The dlézi dropped onto all fours and sat in the snow; the breath from its nostrils shooting out in a pair of thick columns of steam.
“Where is Willard Schubert?” I demanded, giving her spirit another tight squeeze.
She cried out again and roared, “Fuck you!”
I took another step forward and then I pulled back my sleeve to reveal my Shadowcull’s band. “I’m a Shadowcull and I carry my father’s spirit in this copper band. You’ve seen what I can do and lady, my friend here just summoned a freaking bear! She can probably summon the whole of the animal kingdom if she feels like it. Now where did you take Willard Schubert?”
The dlézi roared again; this time curling its lips back and baring its teeth. By now I could read the officer’s nametag – Ewanchuk. She flashed me a defiant glare and I could tell by the glint in her eyes that she still regarded Twyla and I as mere children. I decided it was time to show her that it was a massive miscalculation on her part.
“Constable Ewanchuk, huh?” I said, still keeping her firmly in my grip. “I know that you’re Adriel’s adherent. You were at Mike Olsen’s house, probably trying to figure out if he remembers who the hell it was that saved his ass at the C-Train station on Saturday. I don’t know a lot about black mages and blood covens, but I do know one thing, you were once a witch’s adept. I should release you and mark your spirit like my father did to your mistress.”
Twyla placed a hand on my shoulder. “She’s got my fetish. I can feel its energy.”
“Hand it over, Ewanchuk!” I ordered. She maintained her defiant glare and reached into the pocket of her trousers. She tossed Twyla’s fetish toward us and Twyla knelt down to pick it up out of the snow.
“Adriel has the boy now,” she spat. “There’s nothing you can do about it because tonight we’re going to destroy every stinking witch in your coven. And here’s one for you to chew on – the city police service hasn’t heard from me in more than four hours. They’re already scouring town looking for me and when I turn the GPS on in my cruiser, they’ll immediately know our location. Won’t it be a party then, huh? They’re going to take you in for questioning. You’re screwed now, kid. Both of you are royally screwed!”
“You abducted us, bitch!” Twyla shouted. “There’s duct tape in the trunk of your car and marks on our bodies. If anyone’s going down, it’ll be you.”
I motioned for Twyla to calm down. “Where did you take Willard Schubert? I heard you talking on a cell phone, now where the hell is he?”
She started to laugh. A wild, maniacal laugh that could have been a put-on for all I knew. This was my first encounter with a blood witch and I wasn’t about to drop my guard.
“You won’t find him. But Adriel will find you – our entire coven of more than thirty witches will find you and when they do, they’re going to wipe every last one of you off the face of the earth. So, do what you have to do, Shadowcull. I’m under a geas. I couldn’t tell you where to find that kid even if I wanted to.”
“You’re under a geas, huh?” said Twyla as she opened her pouch and pulled out a single tiny white bead. She walked up to the policewoman with a look of murder in her eyes and dropped the bead on top of Ewanchuk’s head, covering it with her palm. I felt a strong surge of magical energy as Twyla began to whisper in her native tongue. Ewanchuk struggled against Twyla’s will; she twisted and turned in a weak attempt to break Twyla’s iron grip, but it was no use. Seconds later the native sorceress turned her back on Ewanchuk and calmly stood behind her dlézi. 
“Nobody said that a geas can’t work in our favour, Julie. She’s under another geas – this time it’s one of mine. So, here’s what’s going to happen, constable, you’re going to take us back to the city. And while you’re at it, you’re going to smooth things over with your superiors long enough for Julie and me to make a quick exit from your cruiser. You didn’t see us, you’ve never seen us, you’ve never heard of us and if anything lands on our doorstep, you’ll admit to having abducted us. That’s my geas, that’s what you’re going to do. Now march!”
Twyla Standingready was full of surprises. She’d laid out what was going to happen in no uncertain terms and she did it in a way that would ensure both her ass and mine were covered. I maintained my grip on the constable as she got back to her feet and brushed the snow off her legs. She didn’t reach for her weapon; she didn’t fire off another diatribe about how the end was nigh when the moon was high on the longest night of the year. Instead she simply walked back to her cruiser and climbed in the front seat. She grabbed a handset and hailed her dispatcher on the radio.
I climbed in the front seat beside her and looked into the rear-view mirror to see Twyla send her dlézi back to the spirit world. She grabbed our backpacks from the trunk and tossed them on the back seat. Minutes later we were cruising down a snow-covered back road and I spotted a sign saying that we were five kilometres from the town of Bassano. By my calculation, Ewanchuk had driven more than an hour and a half east of the city to kill us and dispose of our bodies.
“Pull over at that service station,” said Twyla after about ten minutes of icy silence. “I don’t like sitting in the back seat of a police cruiser. We’ll call my grandfather.”
“Fine,” said Ewanchuk as she signaled right and drove up the paved ramp to an old Shell station that looked like it had been in business since the discovery of petroleum. We hopped out of the car and I finally released Constable Ewanchuk from my binding.
“Thanks for the ride, officer,” I said as I climbed out of the passenger side. “If you make it back to your blood coven in time, tell Adriel that Julie Richardson and Twyla Asskicking Standingready send their warmest regards.”
“Bitch,” she spat as I closed the door. I reached over and opened the rear door and Twyla hopped out. She tossed me my backpack and the cruiser sped off, kicking up a plume of snow in its wake.
“You’re a quick thinker,” I said, patting Twyla on the shoulder. “I’ve never learned how to place a geas on someone, before.”
“I’ll show you sometime,” she replied as she watched the cruiser disappear up the highway. “Too bad we can’t find Willard.”
“I know,” I said, sounding slightly deflated. “I need to call my mother and fill her in on what’s happened. Want to go inside the gas station where it’s warm?”
She nodded. “Sounds better than freezing our asses off. Let’s go.”
 



 
CHAPTER 20
 
I called my mother to let her know what had happened and calmed her down. Not an easy task when you’ve got a lump on the back of your head the size of a goose egg and you’re standing inside an old gas station with a pair of elderly grease monkeys looking on. I broke the news that Adriel had Willard and that I had a ride home with Twyla’s grandfather.
And surprisingly, she didn’t protest. Instead, she just instructed me to get back as quickly as possible, so Twyla and I sat down at a small table covered with fishing magazines and waited. After about forty minutes of listening to old country music and sipping on piping hot coffee (or possibly boiled paint stripper, it tasted awful), an old Ford half-ton truck pulled up in front of the gas station. Behind the wheel was an old man wearing a green toque. He climbed out of the truck and hobbled over to the doors and walked inside.
“Twyla, you owe me for the gas, yeah?” he said with a thin smile on his face. He stuck out a leathery, arthritic hand in front of me. “George Standingready is my name. What kind of trouble has my granddaughter gotten you into, young lady?”
I shook his hand and got a massive jolt of supernatural power that was unlike anything that I’d felt before. Normally someone’s magical signature tingles when I brush up against them, but what I felt when I took George Standingready’s hand wasn’t a tingle at all; it was more like a full-blown electrical field. “I’m Julie Richardson,” I said as he released his grip. “And I think I’m starting to understand that I have a ton of stuff to learn about native magic.”
“You’d be right on that, eh?” he said with a grunt. He motioned for us to follow, so we stepped out into the cold again and headed over to his pickup truck. Twyla climbed in the passenger side first and shifted her weight to the middle of the sheepskin-covered seat. I climbed in after her and slipped on my seatbelt as George Standingready slowly maneuvered himself behind the steering wheel. The interior of the truck smelled like stale cigarettes and I glanced at the dashboard to see an ashtray that was full to overflowing with cigarette butts.
“Your people would call it spirit harnessing or something, eh?” he said as he turned the key. The engine roared to life and he slipped it into reverse. “We have another name for it, but it doesn’t matter, yeah? It’s all about energy – it takes energy to make what you call magic work. It’s just like how you need gasoline to make this old truck turn its wheels.”
“Grandfather, have you seen anything in your visions that can help us find where the person who killed that boy might be hiding?” asked Twyla.
He shook his head as the truck clunked into high gear and roared down the highway. “I don’t know, I haven’t had a vision today and I sure as hell won’t be looking for one until I get back to the city. So, you found yourselves in the trunk of the cop car, eh? Assholes used to do that to our people all the time back in the day. They’d toss you in the back seat or even in the trunk and drop you off in the middle of nowhere – it didn’t matter if it was minus twenty like today or a heat wave in August.”
I looked out the window at the farmland blowing by as we sped up the highway. “The cop is a member of a blood coven, sir,” I said as I massaged the bump on my head. “I’m sorry that you and Twyla have been dragged into something that should only be involving witches. It’s our fight, but I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Twyla, so thank you.”
Twyla snorted and gave me a sharp nudge in the ribs. “You didn’t drag us into your fight. Our people have a stake in this, too.”
I blinked. “What do you mean?”
The truck shuddered for a moment and then backfired as George Standingready stamped down on the gas pedal to pass a slow moving vehicle. “Everything that lives in this world has a spirit of some kind,” the old man said as he turned up the heat so we could shake off the cold. “It’s a delicate balance and there are times when people like us have to step in to maintain that balance. Folks who shape the spirits into something other than what the creator intended do so at their own peril, because they always wind up on the losing side. This world likes to be at peace with its purpose, but sometimes it needs people like us to set things right. I don’t know who this Adriel might be, but she’ll be set right, you can be sure of that.”
I turned my head to look at this strange old man who seemed so absolutely certain of himself. His large, leathery hands gripped the steering wheel and his penetrating eyes gazed out on the road ahead from beneath a pair of bushy gray eyebrows. Sprigs of gray and white stubble adorned his unshaven face, covering up a series of deep crevice-like wrinkles that ran down his cheekbones.
He looked like he’d clocked a lot of miles and I was about to ask how old he was, but I stopped myself, deciding that it would be disrespectful to ask anything of someone who looked at magic as something to be revered. The way he spoke of how our world was bound together by actual spirits was a completely different take on magic; a world where people with the gift had an obligation to protect those spirits and maintain the delicate balance of living energy that surrounds us. For George Standingready and his granddaughter Twyla, their role was a sacred one; to protect and preserve the natural order of things. And from what I’d seen from Twyla’s abilities, anyone who messed with the natural order of things would pay dearly for it.
In the distance I could see the Calgary skyline, its skyscrapers standing like giant sentries overlooking mile upon mile of rolling, snow-covered farmland. Somewhere out there was a black mage named Adriel and a terrified boy named Willard Schubert. A boy that was a living vessel with so much pent-up anger and rage that he literally pulsed with malicious energy. I didn’t have a clue how to find him. Being the powerful mage that she was, Adriel would most certainly have concocted a spell that would shroud his whereabouts from even the most skilled practitioner.
George Standingready signaled right and the truck turned down a ramp leading to a dirt road. “Where are we heading?” I asked.
“Shortcut,” he replied. “I don’t want to get stuck in gridlock on 16th Avenue. This road connects up with Blackfoot Trail and it’s a quicker way back to the south side of town. Oh, and we’re being followed by a police car.”
A tremor of panic shot through me as I turned my head around sharply and looked through the rear-view mirror. The blue and white cruiser was gaining on us; its tires kicking up a massive spray of snow in its wake. I slipped my amulet back into my Shadowcull’s band and reached out with my Sight. A sharp, vibrating field of magic encased the cruiser that was now no more than a hundred meters behind us and I gulped as I recognized the magical signature: it was Constable Ewanchuk.
“That’s the cop who took us,” I said. “She’s coming after us.”
George Standingready stomped on the gas pedal and the truck snapped into a higher gear. “Yep, and there ain’t no way in the world this old pig of a truck is going to outrun her. She’s going to try and force us off the road.”
I’d never slung magic from a moving vehicle before, but I wasn’t about to waste a moment considering whether I could do it, either. I slid open the rear window and twisted my body around so that I was perched on my knees.
“What the hell are you doing?” Twyla shouted, her voice nearly shrill.
I gritted my teeth together as I pushed my shoulders through the window opening. “Your grandfather just told me what I had to do. This old truck won’t outrun a police cruiser, and I don’t feel like dying today in a car wreck outside of town. Mr Standingready, keep this truck moving and for crying out loud, don’t hit any major bumps or you’ll throw me from the box.”
“Shit,” he said angrily. “You hold onto something when you get back there, girl. This road ain’t exactly paved.”
I groaned as I tried to wedge myself through the narrow opening. The cruiser was gaining on us and my face was getting pelted by pellets of ice and sand the half-ton truck’s rear tires were kicking up.
“Damn!” I barked as my winter coat got hung up on the window latch. “Twyla, give me a push now!”
I felt Twyla’s arms wrapping around my thighs. The truck rattled along hitting washboard ruts in the road and the entire vehicle shook violently. I felt Twyla leaning into me so I grabbed onto either side of the rear window and pushed with all my strength. My legs slipped through the window and I tumbled onto the floor of the box with a final groan, rolling hard until my head smashed into the tailgate. I looked up to see Twyla’s worried face peering through the opening. She was just about to try and squeeze into the box herself when I saw her grandfather grab a big handful of Twyla’s hood. He pulled her firmly back into the cab and he pointed to the bench seat, ordering her to stay put.
At this point, everything went from scary to downright terrifying. There was a spare tire chained to a rail inside the box, so I pushed it back toward the cab with my feet and then I scrambled in between the tire and the tailgate. There aren’t any seatbelts in the box of a half-ton truck and if George Standingready hit a big enough bump, I’d wind up thrown from the vehicle. I needed stability – as much stability as I could find – because what I had to do next required every ounce of concentration that I could muster.
And Constable Ewanchuk wasn’t going to have any of it.
I saw her arm poking out the driver’s side window and in her hand was her sidearm. Without even thinking, I drew from my spirit and raised a dome of magic. Ice-cold wind battered the side of my face as I concentrated. I saw a series of flashes coming from the muzzle of the gun and in less time than it takes to blink, three bullets slammed into the dome. My Shadowcull’s band burned against my skin as I pushed my spirit further just in time to contain the impact of another three rounds.
“Son of a…” I growled. It might be one thing to use a magical shield to protect against the lash of an enemy’s spell, but it’s another thing entirely to contain all the super-concentrated kinetic energy of bullets flying faster than the speed of sound when you’re driving at sixty miles an hour. Ewanchuk would eventually break through my protective field and my heart sank at the realization that one of those bullets could easily tear off the top of my head.
We hit a bump and I was tossed into the air, but I had a hand on the frozen rim of the spare tire and I landed hard on my tailbone. Another three flashes from the muzzle of the gun caught my eye and I struggled furiously to maintain my magical shield. Only this time, two bullets slammed into the shield. The truck swerved sharply to the right and I spun around to see George Standingready holding his left shoulder with his right hand. Twyla grabbed hold of the steering wheel and screamed at her grandfather.
“Take your foot off the gas, Grampa!”
He leaned over to his left and I saw a smear of bright red blood on the windshield. The truck slowed as Twyla struggled to keep the vehicle in a straight line.
And that’s when Constable Ewanchuk’s police cruiser slammed into the rear of the pickup. We pitched down a sharp shoulder and the truck ploughed into a thick snowdrift, sending me flying out of the back of the box.
As I flew through the air, I caught sight of where I was going to land – a barbed wire cattle fence.
Perfect.
 



 
CHAPTER 21
 
I don’t remember actually landing in the barbed wire fence. I remember watching in horror as the police cruiser’s grill smashed into the truck’s tailgate. I remember the vehicle swerving sharply to the right and then hitting a massive bump that jettisoned me from the box. After that, everything went blurry. I opened my eyes and tried to stand but I was waist deep in snow and my jeans and my winter coat were snagged in the rusty half-inch barbs of frozen wire. I felt the sharp sting on the side of my face and a thin trickle of blood rolled into the corner of my mouth.
Constable Ewanchuk climbed out of her police cruiser, her gun at the ready. She glared at me with a look of stone-cold hatred in her eyes as she adopted a firing stance and aimed her weapon, so I raised my magic and bellowed, “Hexus!”
She fired her gun only to have the weapon explode in her hand in a flash of yellow light. Things seemed to move into slow motion at this point: another flash of light, a small puff of black smoke and finally blood and flesh splattering in all directions. Ewanchuk shrieked in a voice that was more animal than human as she looked down in horror at what was left of her right hand; a bloody, pulpy stump of flesh and ligaments. Two fingers dangled from a flap of skin and blood seeped through the fingers of her other hand as she covered the wound in an attempt to stem the flow. My hex had worked brilliantly causing the gun to blow up in her hand – she wouldn’t be shooting anyone today.
But that didn’t mean there weren’t other ways to take me down. I was still stuck in a barbed wire cattle fence and any struggling on my part would only entangle my body worse than it already was. So, I shut my eyes and concentrated. I blocked out the pain of the rusty barbs digging into my flesh and then I whispered a word of magic. A fine current of supernatural energy ran over my body as I grated my teeth together and increased my focus. In seconds I could feel the wire beginning to give way enough to free my snagged up legs and torso. I slipped out of my winter coat; my magic blowing the zipper open. I glanced down at my jeans and saw they were torn open in multiple places. The snow was stained with my blood. I staggered through the waist-high drift and glared fierily at Ewanchuk.
“You bitch!” she roared as she clutched the bloody stump at the end of her right arm “You blew my hand off. But that doesn’t mean I can’t lay a death curse on your sorry ass!”
I gazed at the wreck that was George Standingready’s pickup truck. It lay on its side and there was smoke coming from the engine. Ewanchuk stood between me and the burning vehicle and a surge of panic twisted my stomach into a tight ball. Twyla and her grandfather were still inside. I was just about to lash out with a flurry of spells to protect myself from whatever Ewanchuk was going to throw at me when a powerful wave of magic poured out from the cab of the truck. An explosion of supernatural force shook the ground and the passenger door blew off the crumpled vehicle and shot twenty feet in the air. Seconds later a pair of hands emerged clutching the floor of the truck: two leathery, gnarled hands that had seen a lifetime of hard living. Two hands blazing with magical energy. It was George Standingready. As he pulled himself out of the smashed vehicle, I saw a battered and bruised Twyla, her arms wrapped tightly around the old man’s strong neck. He cleared the vehicle and deposited his granddaughter a safe distance away, and then he turned his attention to Ewanchuk.
Blood coven magic didn’t have anything on what I saw George Standingready do next. He reached into one of the pockets of his parka and then in a quick, swift motion, he pulled out his own beaded pouch, only this one was slightly larger than Twyla’s. George Standingready’s eyes narrowed menacingly. He squeezed the pouch tightly in his right hand and cried out in his native language.
And Ewanchuk literally dropped dead right before my very eyes.
But the old man wasn’t done yet. He cried out once more as he tore the blood mage’s spirit right out of her body and then lashed it with a binding that crackled with magical energy, a ribbon of power looping around and around the translucent image of Constable Ewanchuk hovering inches above her corpse. George Standingready squeezed his fetish again and the ribbon tightened like a noose on the neck of a man being hanged.
The spirit screamed at the display of the old man’s power. It gazed down at its body with a look of horror in its vaporous eyes and then it shrieked. A mournful, tormented wail rang out and echoed down the empty country road as it struggled against the binding.
“My granddaughter told me that your master placed a geas under pain of death should you reveal her whereabouts,” Standingready snarled. “Yet I killed you where you stood with a single word and I have the power to bring you back. Your keeper holds no longer holds any power over you now that you’re dead, but I do. So, where is she hiding and where did she take the boy?”
“I don’t know!” the spirit wailed.
George Standingready gave his fetish another tiny squeeze and Ewanchuk’s ghost shrieked in pain once more.
“Wrong answer,” he said as he shifted his gaze to his blazing pickup truck. “You’ll tell me where she is and where we can find that boy or I’ll torch your body right before your dead eyes. I’ll burn it just enough to leave you scarred and disfigured. I’ll raise you back from the dead so that you can experience the pain of your own seared flesh. Have you ever talked with a burn victim about how it feels to be burned alive?”
And then the old man did something I didn’t see coming from a mile away. He unzipped his parka and tore open his plaid flannel shirt to reveal a torso that was covered with scar tissue. It stretched up from the belt on his trousers, across his stomach and chest and was slightly lighter in color than his unburned flesh. And it was thick and in layers; as if someone had smeared the scarred flesh onto the old man’s body with a trowel.
“I know how it feels,” he growled. “I know the madness that can set in because even though the flames might have been extinguished, your body still feels like it’s on fire. You feel like you’re bathing in acid and your dead skin comes off in strips every time the doctor or nurse changes your dressing. And no amount of morphine can numb the agony of your rotting flesh; it’s like hell itself has lit you ablaze from within and even when the burns heal, your body is a twisted mass of scars that forever remind you of the day you dared to dance with fire and lost. I can do that to you – I will do that to you, if you don’t tell me what I want to know.”
Dear God.
George Standingready was a serious magical badass of epic proportions. And the spirit of Constable Ewanchuk didn’t waste a single moment to spill the beans.
“She has taken the boy with her and you have to believe me when I say that I don’t know where she is hiding him. Adriel isn’t stupid enough to remain in one place for too long. You won’t find her because her power shrouds her magical signature. You won’t find the boy either because he is hiding in plain sight.”
I stomped up to the spirit and snapped at her. “What do you mean he is hiding in plain sight? What the hell is that about?”
The spirit bobbed up and down; its face wavering with each gust of the frigid breeze.
“She will have wiped his mind clean save for a series of painful images. Every mean-spirited attack the boy faced. Every single humiliation; she has stolen his memories save for the ones that will fuel his malice toward those who hurt him. He is enthralled and is wandering the streets of the city and you will not find him in time. Tonight everything changes. Adriel will destroy your coven, witch.”
“And what about the students from my school?” I said. “You don’t even care if she kills a bunch of frigging teenagers?”
Ewanchuk’s ghost threw me a wild look. If she hadn’t been driven mad by practising black magic, George Standingready’s spell would surely do it in a heartbeat.
“You know so little, Shadowcull,” the ghost spat. “Your coven is in possession of something Adriel wants more than you could ever dream of; I don’t know what it is, but I do know that its power is worth killing every white witch in the city to gain possession of it. The attack on those two boys was simply a test of Adriel’s spell. She had to see how well it would work before she draws out your stinking coven by enslaving the multitude. Your coven will do everything in its power to save the students at your school and their efforts will weaken their spirits to such a point that Adriel can destroy them with ease. Everything is playing out as she had foreseen and there’s not a thing you can do to stop it now.”
It was like someone had stolen the breath from my lungs. Everything I’d ever known about my father’s service as the coven’s Shadowcull told me that he carried out his function to the best of his ability. Yet the spirit’s suggestion that the coven was in possession of something a Black Mage would kill innocent students to obtain told me that it had to be the Book of Names. The true names of all the players in the supernatural world would be more than enough of a reason to kill my father. But he hadn’t revealed any knowledge that the coven had the book – something didn’t add up.
“I’ve heard enough,” said George Standingready. Twyla got up from the snow and brushed herself off. She limped over to her grandfather and took hold of his hand. He loosened his grip on his fetish and whispered, “Be released, spirit.”
The vaporous form of Ewanchuk started to spin, faster and faster as it fell into her body. Living energy crackled loudly as I watched the police officer’s hands begin to twitch. Her body spasmed violently like she was having a seizure. George Standingready raced over to Ewanchuk and pressed his entire weight against her shoulders, gripping them tightly with his strong hands. She continued to spasm for another twenty seconds until her eyes opened. She looked up at the face of the man who’d threatened to burn her body and let her ghost toast marshmallows and then she began to sob. The old man placed a hand on her forehead and the other on the bloody stump that was once her right hand. He closed his eyes and whispered a word of power in his native tongue and smoke began to rise from her wound. Then he removed his hand and emitted a satisfied sounding grunt.
And Ewanchuk gazed up at him with a look of icy terror in her eyes and said, “Yes, I will.”
Twyla helped her grandfather back to his feet. “She’ll do what, grandfather?”
He slipped his fetish back into his pocket and started walking toward the police cruiser. “She’ll drive us back to the city and she’ll have never heard of Julie Richardson or anyone with our last name. My old pickup is going to blow any second now so we need to hustle our asses the hell out of here. Let’s move.”
Ewanchuk scrambled back to her feet and stalked back to the police cruiser. George Standingready climbed in the passenger side as Twyla and I hopped into the back seat. In seconds we were racing back down the highway toward the city so I spun around and stared out the rear window. The truck exploded in a flash of brilliant yellow light and thick black smoke.
“God damn it,” the old man growled. “I loved that truck.”



 
CHAPTER 22
 
Ewanchuk deposited the three of us at my doorstep and sped off. Mom was waiting for us with Betty and she offered a warm welcome to both Twyla and her grandfather. We headed inside and she closed the door behind us, her face a lined with worry.
“Please, come and sit down in the kitchen,” said Mom. “I’ll get the first aid kit.”
We followed her down the hall; the three battered and bruised survivors of a car wreck and a shooting took a seat. Blood had soaked right through George Standingready’s flannel shirt. My mother washed her hands and went to work. She cut off his sleeve to reveal a deep gouge in the old man’s shoulder.
“There’s no bullet hole,” she said sounding slightly relieved. “But we need to clean that wound. Julie, hand me the bottle of iodine and some gauze pads.”
I tore into the first aid kit and handed my mother a thick cotton pad along with a bottle of reddish-brown liquid.
“It don’t hurt too much,” he said. “Could have been worse.”
“Insane cop lady could have blown your head off, Grandfather,” Twyla said. “The only thing that saved us was Julie when she climbed into the box of your truck. That was the gutsiest thing I’ve ever seen in my life.”
I snorted. “Yeah, that’s me. Gutsy, or possibly stupid. I’m leaning toward stupid, actually.”
Mom glanced at me as she opened the bottle of iodine. I was mildly surprised when she didn’t tear my head off at taking such a huge risk. “That scratch on your face is probably going to leave a scar unless we tend to it. I’ll get to you as soon as I’m done with Mr Standingready.”
He patted at his breast pockets and cursed lightly. “Damn. I lost my pouch of tobacco and my papers. I don’t suppose anyone around here smokes, huh?”
“This is going to hurt,” Mom said as she tipped the bottle over the bleeding mass. “And no, we don’t smoke.”
“Rats,” he muttered. “Alright, get it over with.”
She poured a liberal amount of iodine on the wound and the old man flinched as it ran down his arm. Then she started to gently wipe away the residue with the pad. She replaced the stained pad with a fresh one and held it in place with her hand, gesturing to me. “There’s a container of calendula paste and another one marked ‘sacred wort’. Open each one and hand them to me, would you?”
I did as she instructed and Mom took a thick handful of the paste and started smearing it into the wound. Then she scooped a large gob of the sacred wort and applied it to the new bandage that she placed atop the deep groove in his shoulder.
“Adhesive tape,” she said, sticking out her hand, so I peeled back about two inches of it and handed the roll to her. Mom started wrapping the tape around the dressing and under George Standingready’s armpit. She used the entire roll, pulling it tighter and tighter to ensure there was continued pressure on the bandage.
And I had to admit to myself that she looked like the perfect medic.
“It’s going to sting like hell when the time comes to take the tape off,” she said finally as she walked to the sink and washed her hands again. “It’ll probably wind up pulling most of the hair out of your armpit, but my dressing will stop the bleeding and cleanse the wound. Keep it on for three days and then I’ll need to check your shoulder again.”
He exhaled heavily and said, “Natural remedies are always the best. The pain has disappeared entirely.”
“I did plenty of first aid on Julie’s father,” she replied. “More times than I care to remember.”
I poured a small amount of iodine on a clean piece of gauze and started to clean up the scratch on my face. It stung and when I wondered if Marcus would be completely horrified if I had a thin scar on my face I realized that I hadn’t been in touch with him for hours. Mind you, I did have a pretty good excuse given that Twyla’s backpack along with mine went up in smoke the moment George Standingready’s truck exploded.
Two phones in three days destroyed. Not only was being a Shadowcull dangerous, it was also getting expensive.
“Mom, can I borrow your cell? Because my new phone wound up getting blown up along with my backpack when Mr Standingready’s pickup truck went boom.”
“It’s in my purse,” she said pointing to the coat rack in the hall. I padded out of the kitchen and returned seconds later, punching a text message in her keypad for Marcus.
JuliesMum: Hey it’s Julie. I just wanted to tell you that I’m ok. How r u holding up?”
About a minute passed and Mom’s phone buzzed in my hands.
HawkingFan: I’m OK – not feeling that great.
Not feeling well? Of course he wasn’t. I’d just gone and ripped his heart out of his chest and then stomped all over it. Naturally, I felt a little bit sick to my stomach and it probably wasn’t the smartest thing in the world for me to contact Marcus after telling him that he needed to steer clear of me, but I knew he’d be worried sick.
And I wanted to talk with him. As much as it was good to have another practitioner at my side, it still didn’t feel right without Marcus. He was my Watson. He’d always been my Watson.
JuliesMum: Lots going on. Stay home until all this is over. Come up with an excuse for your Mom to believe.
HawkingFan: I don’t need an excuse. I’m really sick. I can’t figure it out because I never get sick.
JuliesMum: You know I miss you, right?
HawkingFan: I know. And I get why you need me to lay low.
JuliesMum: This is crazy dangerous. More dangerous than anything I’ve ever done.
HawkingFan: I understand that you want to protect me.
JuliesMum: Yeah, well I can barely even protect myself. Tonight is the dance. Tonight is when Adriel will move.
HawkingFan: And what happens if things go badly?
I didn’t know how to reply to his question, because I had no intention of winding up dead, even though it was a big possibility. I never think about my getting killed; maybe it’s because I’m fifteen. I’d never considered that other more powerful magical forces might want to end me and yet death has shaped my entire life. My father was murdered. My mother spent more than ten years being overprotective to the point of what I’m sure is some kind of weird-ass mental disorder. Travis Butler was killed and a demon tried to kill me. Then a whack job cop named Ewanchuk tried to blow my brains out. And through it all, I didn’t once dwell on the possibility that I could be killed. I simply expected to survive in the same way that I expect to see a sunrise every morning. I expected that Marcus would survive. And on some level, I expected that my mother and her entire coven would survive what was coming and on a rational level, I knew that I shouldn’t.
But I did.
I always do. Maybe that makes me naïve or flippant somehow. I didn’t even waste a moment of thought on how my death at the hands of the black mage Adriel might affect Marcus or my mother. I don’t think most people take time to consider the outcome of their own death; that is, of course, until you’re staring death in the face. Then it all hits you like an eighteen wheeler driving forty miles an hour over the posted speed limit.
Damn it. Maybe I’m just crazy.
HawkingFan: Julie. Are you still there?
I exhaled heavily as I replied.
JuliesMum: Yes. I need to go now.
HawkingFan: Just be safe, OK? Just make it through the next day. I know you can do this.
JuliesMum: Thank you. Lay low, Marcus. We’ll get through this somehow.
Another minute passed before I heard back from Marcus and what he texted made me want to bust out crying.
HawkingFan: You made me brave Julie. I love you enough to be brave for now. Always remember that OK?
JuliesMum: L
I put away Mom’s cell phone and parked my butt on a stool next to the island. She placed a hand on the top of my head and pushed slightly to get a better look at the cut on my face.
“That looks like it smarts,” she said as she applied a thin layer of sacred wort. “The good news is that you don’t need stitches, but you’re going to have to wear a bandage on your face for the next couple of days.”
Under normal circumstances I’d have been mortified at the thought of wearing a huge bandage on my face, but she was right. The cut stretched from my right temple down to the corner of my jaw and she carefully applied small strips of white adhesive tape over the top of a thin gauze pad that she’d cut into three equal lengths, and dressed the wound the best that she could. My jeans were ruined and there were cuts on my legs, but they weren’t anything traumatic, so I decided I’d clean those up after we’d planned our next move.
Mom put away the first aid kit and then sat down at the kitchen table across from George Standingready and Twyla. Betty the dog hobbled into the kitchen from the basement and gave my hand a sniff. Then she sat next to me and cocked her head to the left as she looked at the old man.
“Well, look at that. It’s a talking dog,” he said turning to face her. “I haven’t seen a spirit take a living host for years and years, but your kind don’t really take a lot of interest in the human world like you used to.”
“I’m the girl’s guardian,” Betty rumbled. “I take it that you could not find the boy at the heart of this conspiracy.”
I shook my head. “No. He’s walking the streets and we’ve learned that his brain has been wiped or something. Adriel has left only one thing in his mind – just the memories of being the bullied kid. She’s fueling his anger and I’ll bet the contents of my wallet that he will come to her when the time is right.”
Mom gave me a curious look. “She had him and then she let him go? But why?”
“Because she knew that Willard would be supercharged with malice and that anyone with enough time and skill could eventually find him,” I said. “Better to send him out on the streets than to keep him nearby in case the coven or the local Shadowcull tracked him to a hiding place.”
“Alright,” Mom exhaled. “We still have the boy’s backpack. If he’s been using it for months there’s bound to be a hair or skin or something we can use to forge a link.”
I shook my head. “The swatch of cloth you gave me didn’t work and anyway, he’ll be headed to the school. The dance is tonight, remember?”
She quickly glanced at the clock on the stove. “Damn. We have to get moving. I’ll contact the coven and get my things. You need to grab your cloak; it’ll fit you better now. I’ve taken it in.”
“Thanks, Mom,” I replied as I turned my attention to George Standingready and Twyla. “This isn’t your fight and I completely understand if you want to go home.”
The old man grunted as Twyla got up from the chair and walked over to me. She pulled out her leather pouch and then she reached inside and pulled out a small red bead.
“Here,” she said, holding it over my hand. “Take it.”
I looked at the tiny bead that was not much bigger than the head of a pin. “A bead? Keep it Twyla, you might need every magic bead you can get your hands on if you’re going to be hanging with me.”
She opened up my left hand and placed the small bead in the center of my palm. Then she placed both her hands over mine and pressed down firmly. Her magic tingled against my skin and suddenly my ears filled with the sound of a wind-swept prairie. I closed my eyes and instantly I found myself standing on a bald hill overlooking a river in the distance that looked like an unbound roll of blue ribbon. I could smell the scent of wet earth and the sun beamed down through a clear blue sky.
The river looked familiar somehow and I shielded my eyes from the sun as I gazed out westward to see the prairie land give way to rolling foothills covered with thick green grass and stand after stand of diamond willow. And then I saw the mountains; their sharp rocky peaks blanketed with snow. I gulped as it dawned on me that the very ground I was standing on was the highest point in what was now a city of a million people.
“This is the land before everything changed,” said Twyla as she walked up behind me. “There is no smog, no railway or airport, no skyscrapers and no white settlers. Only boundless grassland filled with the energy from the living spirit who created it all. This is not magic, Julie; this is who I am, who my grandfather is. Our spirit is as old as the land itself. Our people predate witches and black mages and blood covens. We were here from the very start and we’re still here even now. Something terrible has come, it wants to destroy your people and once it’s done, it will come for anyone that it sees as a threat. My grandfather and I have a stake in this. We aren’t going anywhere.”
She didn’t have to do this. Her grandfather didn’t have to do this. I gazed out at the unspoiled land as the sound of singing filled my ears. Dozens of voices cried out in a language as old as the land itself and a drumbeat echoed through the valley below. I looked down to see Twyla Standingready’s hands still covering mine.
A Shadowcull and a First Nations practitioner with a leather pouch full of magic beads. Old and new magic together; combining to defeat a dark force that threatened to destroy anyone or anything that got in its way.
Yeah. We could do this. We could find Willard and save everyone.
I looked up at Twyla; her chestnut eyes blinked a few times as the vision dissolved amid a shimmering film of magical light. We stood together now in my kitchen surrounded by the people we loved.
Hell, yeah. We could do this.
We could win.



 
CHAPTER 23
 
There wasn’t time to eat supper. There wasn’t much time to do anything more than throw on a fresh pair of jeans and a new sweatshirt before I donned my Shadowcull’s cloak and headed out to the car. Somehow we had to squeeze four adult-sized people and a Great Dane into my mother’s car and it occurred to me that if Adriel really wanted to eliminate any potential threat to her plans, all she would have to do is take out our car and there would be four fewer practitioners to worry about.
Mom’s leather satchel dangled from one shoulder as she hit the keyless entry and unlocked the door. Inside was a simple bag of salt and a number of other spell ingredients that she’d thrown together when it became clear that all hell was about to break loose in a big way. She’d contacted the Blessed Maven and informed her that Willard Schubert was most definitely going to be at the school dance, and ground zero for whatever the hell Adriel had planned was probably the gymnasium.
And so we piled into the car and pulled out onto the slippery street. Light snow was falling from thick, puffy gray and black clouds overhead and the streetlights cast a haunting amber glow that seemed to make every shadow thicker somehow. This was the real deal. My duel with the Witchfinder General was nothing compared to what was about to happen. We didn’t know where Adriel and her blood coven would come at us, but one thing was for certain: we had to get all the kids at school out of the gym and as far the hell away from Crescent Ridge High School as we possibly could. We had to find Willard. We had to break Adriel’s hold over his mind, because the anger that was bubbling inside him, the sheer scale of the malice he’d amassed since his torments began, was the magical equivalent of a nuclear bomb waiting to explode.
“We’ll be at the school in a few minutes,” Mom said grimly. Her hands gripped the steering wheel tightly and I could have sworn that she was shaking. “Goddamn your father and his unfinished business.”
Betty was panting heavily in my right ear. She was wedged tightly between me and Twyla and her fetid doggy breath was fogging up the rear window. “Adriel wouldn’t dare attack so openly,” the giant dog rumbled. “There’s something else going on. I can feel it in my bones.”
The car sped over a bump and we wound up being tossed around the back seat like a trio of rag dolls as Mom pressed down hard on the accelerator. “Jesus, Mom, try to get us there alive, OK?”
She gave me a cold glance through the rear view mirror. Her lips were pressed together so tightly they disappeared entirely from her face. Her magical signature flared sharply for a moment and I could tell she was trying desperately to keep it together.
So, I decided to back off. Mom needed my support if she was going to make it through whatever the hell we were driving into.
George Standingready made a grunting sound as he pulled his deerskin pouch out from the breast pocket of his parka. He gave it a little shake and said, “There’s nothing to be afraid of because between the five of us, we can pack a hell of a wallop. And I’d bet my very last bead here that whoever this Adriel is, well, she ain’t never dealt with sacred magic before. When the time is right, I’ll let loose something that hasn’t happened on these lands for over a hundred and fifty years.”
OK, that was cryptic. I bit my tongue to stop myself from asking what the old man was planning, but there was something about the calmness in his voice that told me we’d be OK no matter what Adriel and her blood coven was prepared to throw at us.
The car ploughed on through the freshly fallen snow. All around us Christmas lights twinkled brightly in the darkness. We passed an enormous inflatable snowman which bobbed back and forth in the chill breeze; its outstretched hand seemed to wave at us as our car drove past. We rounded a corner, slowing occasionally; as the volume of traffic increased the closer we came to South Center Mall. I could see the rooftop of Crescent Ridge High about five blocks away, so I slipped my amulet into my Shadowcull’s band.
“When we get there we’re going to have to throw a fire alarm or something,” said Twyla as she zipped up her winter coat. It smelled of motor oil and was smeared with grease and soot from her grandfather’s burning pickup truck. “I can’t think of a better way to get everyone out of the school.”
I nodded and said, “We’ve got to get into the school first. They won’t let us in looking like this.”
“No need,” said Mom. “We’ll head in through another entrance. I’ll hex the lock. Willard will be in the school somewhere.”
We blew through a yellow light and Mom steered the car into a side street that led to the teachers’ parking lot. She backed into an empty spot and threw open her door. “Julie, which is the nearest entrance to the school that is the shortest distance to the gym?” she asked as the rest of us climbed out of the car.
“Follow me,” I said with a wave of my hand as I marched through the parking lot and then climbed a small flight of stairs. The sound of the wind whistled through a chain link fence that separated the parking lot from the sports field. In a few minutes we reached a double set of metal doors. I peered into the window adjacent to the left door and looked down the hall. The lights were out save for a blinking fluorescent at the far end of the corridor. I raised my magic and was about to hex the lock when Twyla grabbed me by the shoulder.
“Don’t do it just yet,” she said pointing across the football field. “There’s a single set of footprints in the snow running alongside the building and the prints are fresh, like no more than an hour or so. Ten bucks says that’s where Willard went.”
Mom shut her eyes tight and held out her left hand. “You said that Willard Schubert was a malice-filled bomb waiting to explode. He’s inside the building… Can you feel it?”
I closed my eyes and raised my magical Sight, ignoring the cold wind as it blew snow into my face. I spun around on my heels in the direction from which the malice was strongest and then opened my eyes. The entire football field was blanketed with snow, but the footprints that were next to the school appeared as inky black spots; each one was thick with malice as if it had poured off Willard’s body and filled each footprint.
“Twyla’s right,” I said. “The footprints are most definitely Willard Schubert’s.”
“Then we split up,” Betty rumbled. “I’ll go with you and Twyla. Your mother and George can go in through here.”
I could see the wall clock down the dimly lit hallway – it said 7.20pm. We had to move fast because the dance was already underway. “Sounds like a plan, Betty,” I said. “Mom, can you hex a fire alarm in twenty minutes? That will clear everyone out of the school and they’ll be safe. Crap… We need another cell phone.”
George Standingready fished a grizzled hand into one of the pockets of his parka and tossed his phone to Twyla. “The battery is dodgy but it works,” he said.
“Good. We’ll call Mom when we find Willard or Mom can call us if they find him first. You’ve got something in your satchel to deal with enthralment, right, Mom?”
“I’ve got the potion I was working on,” she replied. “We can give it to Willard and it should break whatever link Adriel has to his mind.”
“Your potions always work, Mom,” I said. “OK, twenty minutes is all we’ve got so let’s make the best of it. We’ll get him out of the school and back to Coven House. As for Adriel’s plan to take down the coven itself, we know the attack is coming. I’m going to assume a coven of white witches knows how to defend itself.”
“So do I,” said my mother as she wrapped her arms around me and gave me a hug. “Be safe, Julie.”
I hugged her back. “You too. Alright, let’s get going.”
I felt a surge of magical energy just as Twyla, Betty and I were crawling through an opening in the chain link fence. I glanced back over my shoulder to see a shower of sparks fly out of the lock on the door and within seconds, Mom and George Standingready were inside the school. I pulled the hood of my Shadowcull’s cloak over my head to protect me against the wind as we followed Willard Schubert’s footsteps. We plodded down a steep slope, being careful not to slip and fall, and soon we were trudging next to the school. I looked ahead and saw the footprints leading to a concrete stairway that dropped down below the level of the field and we stopped to take a look. It was the entry door to the boy’s locker room. The door was wide open, as if someone were expecting us.
“It’s dark down there,” said Twyla with a note of trepidation in her voice. “Why do I have the feeling that we’re going to get clobbered the minute we walk through the door?”
I narrowed my eyes and scanned the entrance. I didn’t detect anyone’s magical signature outside of Twyla’s, but then there was the question of how Willard managed to get inside the school through a locked door.
“He’s not alone,” Betty rumbled as she shook her body clean of snow. “You said that you were attacked by something you called a tar creature? That it was inside the boy’s locker and it fell upon you the moment you opened it up?”
I shivered at the memory of being nearly strangled to death by the monster and nodded quickly. “Yeah. I still don’t know what the hell that thing was.”
“It was most certainly something from the dark place. A Demon Shade that clings to the shadows and is invisible to the naked eye of mortals but remains clearly visible to someone like me.”
“I don’t like the sound of this,” said Twyla. She pulled out her fetish and squeezed it tightly.
“I can see it grinning in the doorway,” the Great Dane growled. It raised its hackles and its thick black lips pulled back to reveal its canines. “On your guard!”
And that’s when the tar creature flew out of the doorway and rushed up the stairwell. I immediately threw out a word of power that enveloped the three of us in a bubble of magic. The demon threw itself at us with lightning speed. It smashed into my protective dome and I grated my teeth together as I tried desperately to keep my spell intact. It continued to batter against my supernatural resistance and I dropped to one knee and literally leaned into the magical field to brace it for the next attack.
“Betty, do something,” I said. “It’s sapping my energy. I can’t hold this shield forever and Twyla can’t use her magic while we’re inside of it.”
“Right then,” Betty growled as she dropped onto her belly. A small tendril of spiritual energy drifted up and penetrated my magic shield. I looked up to see the phantasm soar high into the air as it readied to batter itself into us once more and that’s when the tendril of Betty’s essence flashed with blinding white light. The entire sports field briefly turned photonegative. I looked skyward to see the creature plummeting as it flailed its arms wildly.
I dropped the shield and stood up as Twyla reached into her fetish and pulled out a bead. She tossed it up above our heads and whispered in her ancient language. The bead exploded into a shower of glittering emerald energy that splashed onto Adriel’s demonic minion as it fell hard into a pile of snow about twenty feet away. She continued chanting in her native tongue as the creature slowly got back to its feet. It stood nearly ten feet tall and took a human-like shape, but it was no human. There was no face, just as before, only a wild-looking grin that revealed a set of shining, menacing white fangs. At the end of each lanky arm were claws that looked like they could slice and dice solid steel.
It tried to lift a leg and step forward toward us, but it couldn’t. It tried the other leg and pulled with all its might, shrieking in an unholy voice that echoed across the field.
“Binding?” I said, as I tried to catch my breath.
“You’d call it that,” said Twyla. “I’d call it a snare. That piece of crap isn’t going anywhere.”
Betty got back up onto her feet and circled the monster, ready to lunge at a moment’s notice. We couldn’t keep the creature bound in the middle of the field and the last time it attacked it simply dissipated into tiny shards of shadow after I lashed out at it. You can’t kill a demon; you can only send it back to wherever it came from. But that didn’t mean we couldn’t grill it for information, so I whispered a word of magic and hurled a spell that smashed into the creature’s torso. A shimmering film of magical energy began to envelope its body and the monster screamed at the display of my power. I made a fist and squeezed. I gritted my teeth together and squeezed as hard as I could as I walked up to the creature. I held my fist in front of its face and said, “Adriel can see and hear everything through you, can’t she, minion?”
“You will die this night, witch,” it hissed. “I’ll pick my teeth with your bones when my master is done with you.”
“Get bent, asshole!”
I roared as I reached into its chest. My hand penetrated its flesh as easily as fitting into a glove; only the monster’s innards felt colder than the drifting snow. I attacked once more with a whisper of magic, grabbed a handful of the creature’s innards and pulled. It raged and flailed wildly as my hand reappeared from inside its body. “I’m a Shadowcull and I’ll turn you inside out, you slimy piece of shit, where is Willard?”
“It’s too late for you witch,” the creature said. “It’s too late for everyone. Mothers will wail and gnash their teeth after this night. Everything will change before the sun rises on this city and your stinking coven will be dead. Your mother will be dead. You and your dirty Indian friend will be dead.”
“Where is the boy?” Twyla bellowed. “Where is he hiding?”
“It’s too late,” the creature cackled. “Adriel has a message for you, Shadowcull. She sees your fear and she will burn you with witchfire before this night is through.”
I’d had enough. Adriel’s familiar wasn’t going to tell us a damned thing and we were wasting precious time. I looked up at the creature’s face and said, “Witchfire, huh? Well, if your master is linked to you, then let her burn with you. Incendia!”
My hand lit ablaze with a blue flame. I released the creature’s innards and sent the fire straight into its chest. It roared in an inhuman voice as it struggled against the fire that was burning from inside its body.
Twyla and I turned our backs to the creature as it fired off a salvo of obscenities. We went back to the concrete stairwell and headed into the school through the darkened doorway. Betty plodded ahead of us, ignoring the monster’s screams of pain. She looked up at me and said, “You know, you can be a very angry young woman when you want to be. I’d hate to see what might happen if you were to switch sides.”
I patted her head as Twyla tossed another bead that hit the locker room floor and glowed with emerald light. “Thanks, Betty,” I said, glancing at my watch. “We’ve got fifteen minutes and I need a moment to recharge. Twyla, can you pick up any sign of the malice?”
She held her fetish in front of her body and gave it a shake. “He’s not far. Let’s go get him.”
We pushed through the locker room and the sound of dance music pulsed through the air, so I opened the door and poked my head outside to take a look.
And there he was. Willard Schubert stood alone halfway up the hall and literally throbbing with malice. He was coated from head to toe with Soul Worms. The near-transparent larvae squirmed and slithered all over his body, falling in clumps that landed at his feet. But that was nothing compared to what I saw next as I stepped into the hall. The entire floor in front of Willard was a squirming mass of Soul Worms. They rolled out like a carpet down the hall and into the foyer in front of the gym doors.
“H-holy shit,” I whispered as I stepped out into the hall. “This is unreal… The Soul Worms, they’re everywhere.”
“Holy shit is right,” Twyla gasped as she stood beside me. “What the hell are those things? They’re disgusting.”
“Only the blackest of magic,” Betty rumbled. “Call your mother, tell her that we’ve found the boy.”
I nodded as Twyla handed me her grandfather’s phone. I punched in Mom’s number and stared in horror at Willard Schubert as the gobs and clumps of the worm-like creatures fell off his body and onto the floor. It was as if Willard himself was a wellspring for Soul Worms. They were manifesting on his body, fed by the malice he emitted, like he was a pulsing beacon of evil.
I held the phone to my ear as the percussive beat of dance music pounded up the hallway.
“Julie,” she answered. “Where are you?”
“We found him, Mom,” I said. “I’m looking at Willard Schubert and he’s standing about fifty feet in front of me. He’s somehow become a fountain for Soul Worms; they’re pouring off his body and onto the floor. The entire hall from where he is standing right up to the foyer in front of the gym is nothing but Soul Worms as far as the eye can see. Where are you?”
“We’re inside the gym behind a magic shield. We spotted the Soul Worms the minute we made it to the first floor. They’re everywhere, Julie. Every single student and staff member in the gym is covered with them. Get behind a shield. It’s the only way you can protect yourself from becoming infested.”
And that’s when Willard started walking. He’d stood motionless from the moment I stepped out of the locker room and now he was heading toward the foyer, his body sweeping the ghostly maggots forward.
“Damn it, Mom, he’s on the move,” I said. “And he’s taking the Soul Worms with him. What the hell am I supposed to do?”
She didn’t answer at first. All I could hear through the phone was the pounding rhythm of dance music. Willard had cleared the hallway and was now headed through the foyer and to the main doors of the school.
“Willard!” I shouted, knowing full well that his mind was firmly in the grip of the black mage Adriel and that he couldn’t hear me even if he wanted to. He pushed through the front doors and that’s when I saw the first few students following him. Each one was covered with Soul Worms and they plodded like zombies toward the doors. My mind flashed to when Travis Butler marched through the doors at McDonald’s straight into McLeod Trail. Five more students passed into my field of view and headed out the door.
“Julie,” Mom shouted into the phone. “Everyone is leaving the gym, can you see them?”
“Yes,” I shouted back. “Willard has left the school and the students are following him. How many do you think are in the gym?”
“At least a hundred or more,” she said in a panic-stricken voice. “There’s nothing we can do for them unless we kill that spell at its source – Adriel. We need to follow them. Meet me back at the car and I’ll contact the coven. Be careful.”
I nodded into the phone as my heart hammered inside my chest. “I will. Give us five minutes.”
I handed the phone back to Twyla who stared at the procession of students walking out the main doors. She looked like she’d been struck dumb by the scene and I wouldn’t have been surprised if she was. This was off the scale black magic and for the life of me I didn’t know what to do.
“Back through the locker room and to my Mom’s car,” I said as I spun around on my heels. “This is playing out exactly like we thought.”
Twyla grabbed my arm and squeezed. “We don’t know where they’re going and your mother needs to get her coven together. I’m going to follow them; I’ll text your mother’s phone and tell you where everyone is headed.”
I turned to face her and nodded reluctantly. “OK. Just keep as far the hell away from the students as you can. If you get any of those Soul Worms on you it means you become one of them. They’re just student bodies – empty shells of the people they once were unless we can kill the spell.”
She clenched her jaw. “Tell my grandfather not to worry – can you do that?”
I nodded. “Will do. Now be careful.”
Betty and I pushed through the door into the boy’s locker room. In seconds we were back up the concrete stairway and marching through the snow. I glanced momentarily at a round patch of scorched grass where snow should have been and shuddered. I’d torched Adriel’s demon but the creature would be back along with a blood coven of witches and a black mage.
Spirits protect us all.



 
CHAPTER 24
 
“Where’s Twyla?” asked Mom as she opened the driver’s side door.
“She’s following the kids from school,” I said. “She knows to steer clear of them as the Soul Worms will infect her if she gets too close. She’s going to text their location because we have to warn the coven.”
“Smart girl,” said the old man. “She’ll be OK, she’s got her dlézi and a deerskin pouch full of tricks.”
“She has my cell number?” said Mom as she climbed into the car.
I held the back door open for Betty and the Great Dane jumped inside. “She does. I don’t really know what the hell we’re supposed to do now. Anything could happen to the infected. They could walk out into traffic like Travis Butler.”
Betty shook her head. “I don’t think so. This entire attack is a ruse to draw out all of the witches in your mother’s coven. She’ll do something on a grand scale, something that requires every single white witch’s direct involvement.”
Mom started the car and flipped the gearshift into reverse. We pulled out onto the street and headed to the intersection. Just as we were about to turn right, Mom jammed on the brakes and the car slid to a stop, barely missing a light post.
“Oh my God,” she gasped as she stared out at the scene in front of us. Traffic had ground to a standstill as people stepped out of their cars to look at a stream of more than a hundred Crescent Ridge students walking in single file straight up the boulevard.
But that wasn’t what had everybody gawking. It was the hole. And I’m not talking about a hole in the street. Straight in the middle of the boulevard more than a block ahead was a hole that hung a few feet above street level like a living shadow and every single person who’d been at that dance marched straight into the hole and then disappeared into thin air.
“M-Mom, what the hell is that?” I gasped.
She shook her head hard. “I don’t have a clue, Julie, not a bloody clue.”
Betty poked her head between the seats and growled. “I have – this is very old magic. Adriel has created a portal. The staff and students are going to pop out somewhere else entirely and I’ve no idea where.”
“I need to contact the coven now,” Mom said, her voice shaking. “This is beyond anything I’ve ever seen in my life.”
I opened the door and readied myself to step outside. “Well, let’s just follow them; it will lead right to wherever Adriel has taken them.”
A surge of magical energy filled the car’s interior and the door slammed shut. Then the locks engaged.
“You’ll follow them right into this Adriel’s clutches,” said George Standingready. “Use your head, girl.”
I gave a reluctant nod. Then I spotted a familiar form standing on the front stairwell leading to the main entrance of the school.
“Oh shit, it’s Twyla. Open the doors because she’ll follow them right into that hole,” I shouted.
There was another ripple of magic and the back door opened. I dashed outside and raced down the hill.
“Twyla, come back to the car!” I shouted.
She turned to face me. “What?”
“Come back with me. Don’t follow them, it’s a trap!”
She glanced over her shoulder as the last student passed by her and nodded, then she leaped over the handrail and raced through the snow. In seconds she was standing in front of me exhaling heavily as she tried to catch her breath.
“So, what do we do?” she said, visibly shaken by what she’d seen.
“We get back into the car and figure this out,” I answered.
Together we raced up the hill and climbed back into the car, wedging Betty against the rear door on the driver’s side.
Mom looked in the rear-view mirror and said, “I’ve contacted the coven. They’ve gathered everyone at Coven House, but there’s no sign of any portal at their end. There aren’t any students appearing out of thin air. Nothing.”
I gave Mom a wild look. Where the hell would Adriel have taken the students? If she wasn’t attacking coven house then what the hell was her plan?
I was just about to step outside the car again when Mom’s cell phone rang. She glanced at the screen and said, “Marcus is calling? What the hell is that boy calling us for when all hell is breaking loose?”
I snatched the phone out of Mom’s hand and pressed the receive button. “H-hello?” I said, trying to contain the panic in my voice. “Marcus?”
But it wasn’t Marcus Guffman on the line. Instead of his familiar voice what I heard was a voice that made my blood run cold.
“Julie, this is Wallace Guffman. I’m at the weir and Marcus is standing on the edge. I’ve been pleading with him to come down. What the hell is wrong with him? Why won’t he listen to me? He just got up from the dinner table more than an hour ago. His mother tried to get him back into the house, but he wouldn’t listen. He just walked out into the cold. He’s not even wearing a coat. Please, can you come down here and talk with him? He’ll listen to you. He always listens to you.”
My heart sank. I tried to open my mouth, but the words wouldn’t come out. Somehow Marcus had become infected and was under the same spell as the students who’d been at the dance. He was at the weir on the Bow River. The artificial barrier across the river that for years has claimed countless lives as anyone who fell into the weir would remain trapped by the undercurrent, spinning around over and over again in the fast-moving water until they drowned.
“Julie? Are you there? Is your mother there? Wait… What the hell?” 
“Mr Guffman, what is it?” I said in a panic-stricken voice.
“Kids!” he shouted in a mad voice. “There’s a bunch of kids walking through the bird sanctuary and they’re headed this way. What the hell is going on? Jesus H Christ… What the hell is this?” 
The genuine terror in Wallace Guffman’s voice shook me out of my stupor. I took a deep breath and spoke calmly into the cell phone. “Help is on the way, Mr. Guffman. We’ll be down there immediately.”
“I’m calling emergency services. These kids are all lining up on the path overlooking the weir. What is this, some kind of suicide pact? Drugs? What the hell is going on? It’s like they’re sleepwalking!”
If Wallace Guffman were to call emergency services then whoever showed up on scene would wind up stuck in the middle of what Adriel was planning. And what a plan she’d hatched. She’d have every white witch in the coven casting spells left right and center to save the students and that’s when she’d attack. I glanced over to Betty as I held the phone against my chest.
“Betty, it’s Marcus’s father. He says there are dozens of kids coming out of the bushes and Marcus is standing on the edge of that weir looking like he’s about to jump into the river. Wallace Guffman is going to call emergency services.”
The dog cocked its head to the right and blinked. “Hold the phone in front of my mouth.”
I flipped the phone into speakerphone mode and did as instructed.
“Wallace Guffman? I’m Betty Priddy and those children are going to be fine. Do you understand?”
“I understand,” he replied. All the panic had left his voice.
“You’ll throw your cell phone into the river as soon as we’re done talking. You’ll stay in a safe location and wait for me. Do you understand?”
“Yes,” he answered.
“Good then. Everything will work out, you’ll see. Goodbye.”
I could have sworn I heard a splash seconds later so I pressed “end” and handed the phone back to my mother.
“They’re at the weir. Marcus is there – he’s been infected. Adriel plans to kill each student by getting them to jump into the weir. They’ll all drown, Mom. Every last one of them, including Marcus, is going to freaking drown! We have to move now.”
“Dear God,” Mom whispered as she punched the speed dial and within a second or so she was on the phone with the Blessed Maven. She filled her in on what was happening and less than three minutes later we’d pulled a U-turn and were headed toward the Bird Sanctuary and the weir.
Marcus had been infected with Soul Worms and suddenly everything that Mom had told me from the very start was becoming a reality. She’d said that something terrible might happen to Marcus because of who I am; because I was a Shadowcull. I’d fought her tooth and nail only to come to the realization that she was right. I’d broken his heart in order to distance myself from him, but it was no use; somehow he’d fallen victim to the same spell that killed Travis Butler. The spell that now infected more than a hundred students and staff whose only hope of survival would come from a bunch of white witches and no shortage of dumb luck.
There was a chilling silence inside the car as we sped down Blackfoot Trail. Twyla placed a reassuring hand on my knee and tried to force a smile. “I can’t imagine what you must be feeling right now, Julie. But I’m on your side, so is my grandfather. Whatever happens tonight, know that you have friends with you now.”
I literally felt like I was going to throw up. I fought back a surge of bile and gave the bead a tight squeeze. “Thank you, Twyla. I don’t think I’d be here today if it hadn’t been for you and your grandfather.”
He grunted from the front seat. “And we’ll be here tomorrow, young lady. Don’t even waste a moment worrying because these old bones have seen plenty of battles over the years. When the right moment arrives, I’ll unleash something this Adriel won’t see coming. Something she won’t have dreamed of in a thousand lifetimes.”
I needed to believe the old man. I needed to believe him like I needed air to breathe, but my boyfriend was standing on the edge of a concrete platform overlooking the Bow River weir and for all I knew, he could have already jumped into the river. My heart was beating like a jackhammer as the cold realization that Marcus might possibly already be dead started to set in. Stinging tears filled my eyes and I turned my head to look out the passenger window.
I needed to find the strength to keep it together. I had absolutely no other choice than to keep my emotions in check because in spite of my love for Marcus, in spite of how I’d never forgive myself if something happened to him, this was about something bigger than me – bigger than everyone in our car. More than a hundred lives hung in the balance and the only thing that could save them was a coven of witches, a Great Dane that was possessed by a spirit, a pair of First Nations’ shamans, my mother and me.
 
We pulled into the parking lot at the Bird Sanctuary and were met by two minivans. Parked near the pathway leading up the river was Wallace Guffman’s old Jeep Grand Cherokee, but he was nowhere in sight. Mom placed her car in park and shut down the engine as I hopped out of the backseat and into the cold. The sliding doors on both minivans opened near simultaneously and I recognized the shrunken form of the Blessed Maven as she climbed out.
She started waving her cane furiously and began to bark orders as eight other witches climbed from inside the two minivans.
And I didn’t recognize any of them.
“Head straight through the pathway and up to the river’s edge,” shouted the Blessed Maven. “Bring those bags of salt and spread it a foot in front of the waterline. It’ll dissolve in the snow, but it will buy us enough time to find out how to craft a counter spell.”
Mom rushed up to the Maven with Betty galloping alongside her. “Adriel will attack us while we’re trying to save those kids. She’ll bring her blood coven through a portal.”
The old lady snapped at her. “Don’t you think that I hadn’t already considered that, adept? We’ll make do with what we’ve got and our first order of business is to save those children. What happens to us is of no importance.”
Mom made a slight bow and then she dashed to one of the minivans. She grabbed a twenty pound bag of salt and started up the path toward the river.
“Shadowcull,” the Blessed Maven bellowed. I raced up to her and gave her a tiny bow. “You will act as the warning for when Adriel makes her presence known. A Shadowcull’s heightened magical senses can pick up even the tiniest foreign magic. Get up to the river’s edge and keep a sharp eye for any possible site where she might attack. If she breaks through then you must unleash hell on earth, do you understand?”
“Yes, Blessed Maven,” I said. I was about to run back to the car and grab Twyla when George Standingready hobbled up to the old woman.
“Hello, Wilma,” he said, beaming at the Maven. “It’s been more then forty years since I last saw you, time has withered us both, yeah?”
She cocked an eyebrow and I could have sworn that I saw a thin smile form on her wrinkled face. “Well, hello, George Standingready. By the Spirits, won’t Adriel be in for a thumping now! We’ve two lifetimes between us. Do you have your beads?”
He gave his fetish a small shake and ran his hand gently along the side of the old woman’s face. “You’re still as beautiful as the first day I ever laid eyes on you, Wilma.”
She placed her hand over his and smiled warmly. “And you’re just as smooth a talker. Are you ready for this?”
He nodded and said, “I’m ready. Let’s go.”
The pair plodded down the snowy path. In the distance I could hear the sound of thousands of tons of water splashing over the weir so I grabbed Twyla by the hand and raced into the line of bushes. We emerged through a thick stand of diamond willow to find in front of us the rushing water of the Bow River.
Not to mention an extended line of more than a hundred students standing a few feet away from the river’s edge. Each wore a blank expression; their eyes were lifeless orbs that could barely even blink. And on the platform was Marcus, the cold wind whipping his hair. He didn’t shiver, he didn’t even look like he was breathing. He just stood motionlessly, his eyes fixed on the one hundred yard wide wall of swirling, churning water. All it would take would be one strong gust of wind and he’d be off the concrete platform.
But at least he was alive.
“So, what now?” asked Twyla as we hustled clear of our classmates. A thick cloud of ice crystals floated above the weir. I gazed out into the darkness to try to identify a likely spot for Adriel to make her appearance when I caught a glimpse of Betty the dog as she led Wallace Guffman away from the river and down toward the parking lot.
“We save our strength for what’s about to happen,” I said grimly. I pulled my hood over my head. “Your grandfather – he talked about something that he was going to do, something that hasn’t happened here for more than a hundred and fifty years. What’s he on about?”
She shrugged as she fiddled with her bone bead choker. “His power is linked to the land,” she answered as she looked helplessly upstream at the weir. “So is mine. I don’t know what he’s got planned but if I know my grandfather, it will be the last thing anyone would expect.”
I nodded and glanced in the direction of the white witches, busily forming a salt circle around the concrete platform. One of them knelt down and touched the salt ring with one finger and a wall of magical energy shot up around Marcus. It would contain him for now, but eventually the salt would dissolve into the snow and all it would take to end his life would be a whisper of black magic.
“There’s so few of them,” said Twyla as she watched the coven members busily laying out a line of salt on the river’s edge. “Those witches are all middle-aged or older. Don’t they have kids?”
I shrugged. “Some do, some don’t. I hope there’s more on the way.”
Twyla and I ducked down behind a stand of deadwood and kept our eyes fixed on the opposite side of the river. The amber lights along Deerfoot Trail glowed in the distance and we could hear the constant hum of traffic as it blasted down the freeway. I shut my eyes tight and reached out with my Sight. My Shadowcull’s band hummed against my skin. Somewhere out there was Adriel. It was only a matter of time before she’d attack and I could only hope that somehow we’d survive.
Magical energy flickered in the darkness as the white witches gathered together to form a circle, my mother among them. They held hands with each other and began to chant as the Blessed Maven and George Standingready paced into the center of the ring. The old woman held out her hand as if she were testing the energy being massed together by the white witches. She then raised her crooked cane above her head and called out in a clear, commanding voice.
“Be released!”
A powerful stream of white-hot magical energy poured out from both sides of her cane. It crackled like an electrical current as she drove her cane into the snow, sending a supernatural tremor that I felt in my fillings. The Maven looked around at the students and not a single person moved. Every last one of them stood in silence, unmoved by the Maven’s display of power, so the witches began to chant harder and louder this time. I felt an intense spike in their magic as the old woman once again raised her cane above her head and bellowed, “Be released!”
This time the stream of magical energy swept up from the ground beneath their feet. Each person in the line became encased in a cocoon of near-blinding white light that disappeared as quickly as it appeared. And still, not even a twitch from anyone.
The old woman dropped to one knee and pulled a spell book from her satchel. She began to flip through the pages. The rest of the witches were breathing hard, I could see their fog of their breath in the darkness.
“They’re tiring out,” whispered Twyla. “This is just what Adriel wants.”
I pursed my lips tightly and once more reached out with my magical Sight. All around me the living energy from the students hummed with a percussive rhythm, overpowering the magical signatures emanating from the witches who’d been weakened by their collective effort.
Then I felt something dark appearing within the magical haze. It started off as a ripple in the supernatural energies surrounding me, like a pebble that had been dropped into a puddle. Then large rings of pure malice pushed out through the supercharged atmosphere. I gazed out using my Sight to a clearing no more than a hundred metres downstream. There was a bright flash of light and what I saw next sent me reeling.
It was another portal. Through it poured hundreds and hundreds of inky black shadows that flew through the air at breakneck speed. They tore past me, a few brushing against my skin and sending waves of nausea through my stomach.
The shadowy creatures hurled themselves at the white witches and I caught a glimpse of my mother as she threw a hex that hit a trio of the creatures in mid-air. They fell into the freezing river, shattering into tiny shards of magical malice that exploded into a fine gray dust over the water.
A throng of the creatures spun around Twyla and me, each one wearing a face that could scare death itself. Their eyes blazed furiously as I raised my protective dome of energy and four smashed into it with enough force to push me backward in the snow. Twyla stood up with her fetish in hand and hurled a spell that knocked a pair out of the air, sending them tumbling into the ground. I glanced at the portal as the last of the creatures jetted upstream toward us. I lowered my shield and hurled out a venomous curse laced with enough malice that it seemed to poison the air. Dozens of the creatures immediately burst into flame, their shrill voices shrieking in agony at the display of my power. They too crashed into the snow and then began rolling around in a desperate attempt to douse the flames, but I would have none of it. I hurled out another curse; willing my spirit to conjure a living fire that consumed the monsters, and I did it without an ounce of pity.
“Stay within the circle,” bellowed the Blessed Maven. “This is just the first attack. Adriel will continue until all our energy is spent.”
I spotted George Standingready at the base of the weir. He’d left the circle of witches and was shaking his fetish furiously as he tried desperately to break whatever hold Adriel had over the students. Ancient power spilled out of his mouth with every word he spoke. It drifted through the air, sending tiny snaps of magic into the students closest to him, but Adriel’s grip was like that of a vice. My classmates just stood there motionless, each one hypnotized by the current of the river as it crashed over the weir.
And that’s when things took a terrible turn. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted three students step forward over the river’s edge. They were downstream of the weir, but the water was so cold they’d die of hypothermia and drown if somebody didn’t go in after them. Another trio of students fell into the river and I looked on in horror as the current carried all six downstream.
Twyla was just about to dive in after them when I grabbed her by the sleeve of her torn parka. “If you go in there after them you’ll drown,” I barked.
She spun around and gave me a helpless look. “Well, somebody has to save them.”
There was another blinding flash of light followed quickly by a concussive wave of magic that tore out of the portal. It hit us with enough power to knock us flat on our backs and I looked up to see at least five more students fall into the river.
“Adriel is going to kill every last one of us,” I snarled as I got back to my feet. “She’s not even here yet and she’s going to wipe out every student, but that doesn’t mean we can’t send something into that portal to take her down. Twyla, grab my waist and lean into me with all of your strength, because what I’m about to do is going to take every ounce of strength I’ve got.”
She got back to her feet and did as instructed, her deerskin fetish in hand. I shut my eyes tight and concentrated. I reached into the stew of supernatural fury as I gazed out at the foot of the weir. And that’s when I spotted him, Willard Schubert.
I didn’t want to kill him. I didn’t want to kill anyone, but Willard’s anger and pain was the fuel for Adriel’s attack. She’d tapped into it as a means of infesting students and staff with Soul Worms. It was the reason for the shadow creatures that were wearing down the white witches with every furious attack and it was why eleven of my classmates were probably already drowning in the river with no one to save them. I had to kill Willard. A kid that didn’t stand a chance from the day he first walked in through the front doors of Crescent Ridge High School; a boy who was the victim of a calculated campaign of bullying and humiliation. I’d never forgive myself for what I was about to do, but what choice did I have?
I was just about to lay my death curse on him when the Blessed Maven broke through the circle of white witches, her body shaking with magical power. Her cane glowed white hot in the darkness as she marched through the snow and straight into the river.
And what I saw next was the single most incredible feat of magic I’d ever seen in my life.
The old woman waded deeper and deeper into the swift-flowing current until the water reached her hips. She turned around slowly until she faced the weir and threw her cane at the raging torrent of water. She bellowed out a spell in the ancient Theban language, her voice splitting the air like an artillery shell. Magical energy poured off her body, forming a powerful, rolling column the entire width of the river. A cascade of freezing, ice-filled water splashed out onto both banks and the thunderous sheet of water spilling over the weir actually began to freeze. The Blessed Maven’s face was twisted in pain as she reached out with both hands; every ounce of her spirit was going into this spell and I could have sworn that I saw her body begin to smolder as she harnessed the living spirit that dwelled within. The air was loud with the sound of crackling as the ice jam she created slowed the river’s current to a mere trickle. The water at her feet receded to a point where I could see tens of thousands of smooth pebbles that covered the bed of the river; each one polished clean of any blemishes or rough edges – the product of thousands of years of natural erosion.
The entire flow of the Bow River was being kept at bay by one tiny withered old witch who was drawing on her spirit to such an extent that I knew there’d be no way she could possibly survive the spell she’d cast. She was sacrificing her entire mind, body and soul to stop the flow of the river and it was at this point the white witches sprang into action. They raced onto the riverbed after the students. The entire time the Blessed Maven was somehow performing a miracle that defied my understanding of the true nature of magic.
“I’m going in to help them,” Twyla said firmly. I glanced at the portal and then back to the Blessed Maven.
“Alright, go,” I shouted. “I’m going to buy us some time.”
Twyla didn’t even look back. She ran into the riverbed, slipping and sliding as she helped to drag students out of harm’s way. Betty the Dog was barking furiously at the shadow creatures attacking her in groups of three. She leaped into the air and snatched one in her teeth, pulling it onto the snow-covered ground and mauling it with all her might.
I spun around and stared at the portal as I gathered my magic into a massive ball of energy. I stretched out my hands in front of me and roared, “Incendia!”
Flames shot out of my fingertips forming a single pillar of flame in front of me. I willed it straight into the portal and that’s when I heard the sound of blood-curdling screams from within the darkness. Out of the blackness stumbled five figures, their bodies ablaze. They shrieked in agony and rolled on the snow, trying to put out the flames. So, I pushed myself harder; forcing my spirit to the very brink of burning away as my pillar of flame expanded to fill the opening of the portal with a wall of fire.
“I can’t hold this much longer,” the Blessed Maven shrieked from behind me. “I can’t… I’m getting too weak.”
“Just four more kids,” my mother called out. “Hang on!”
I broke my concentration and the fire abruptly ceased. I turned around to see my mother and Twyla helping a dazed and shivering Mr Eggleston, the Principal of Crescent Ridge High School out of harm’s way.
“Get out of the river now, Wilma!” bellowed George Standingready, but the old woman stood firm. She craned her neck to see the last of the students being led out of the river and a warm smile formed on her wrinkled face. She beamed at George Standingready who was about to hobble into the river after her and she shouted, “Remember me, George! Remember me as I was so long ago and carry my spirit with you. We’ll be together again… I promise!” 
“No!” he screamed. She fell onto the riverbed, her magic utterly spent. The barrier she’d created to hold back the water exploded and a wall of water and ice at least one story high crashed down onto the riverbed, sweeping the Blessed Maven away.
George Standingready fell to his knees and sobbed. Twyla rushed up to him. She helped the old man to his feet just as another flash of brilliant white light cut through the darkness. I glanced up at the streetlights along nearby Deerfoot Trail. They went black. The sound of screeching tires and battered metal filled the air as I turned around to see more than forty black-clad figures emerge from the portal, their hands glowing with supernatural power. They were led by a figure whose magical signature was off the Richter scale. It was Adriel, she was shrouded in a robe comprised of magical energy that spilled off her body, so strong it melted the snow at her feet. She stood in place for a few moments, surveying the damage she’d caused. There was still that extended line of more than a hundred enthralled students and staff standing on the river’s edge. Marcus was still standing at the edge of the weir. The Maven was dead. I, along with every white witch, was near exhaustion and completely at her mercy.
Adriel’s blood coven gave her a wide berth as she held out her hands and shouted, “Incendia!”
A jet of fire blasted through the darkness aimed squarely at me. I crouched down into a tight ball and tried desperately to raise a dome of magical energy, knowing full well that if I failed, I’d wind up burned to a cinder.
I conjured my shield just as it crashed into me. I leaned into the dome of energy, my Shadowcull’s band burning against my skin as I tried to protect myself from the black mage’s wrath.
Her minion had said that we’d all burn. There were only four days until Christmas. One hundred or more students’ lives hung in the balance of what was going to happen next. The Blessed Maven was dead and the white witches of the Wheatland Coven were leaderless, their magic almost certainly spent.
They say Christmas is a time for miracles.
We needed one. Badly.



 
CHAPTER 25
 
It came with the sound of beating drums.
Hundreds and hundreds of drums, each one thumping furiously in unison, each sound as old as the ground beneath my feet. Fire poured over my protective shield, melting a perfect ring around my body as I struggled to maintain my focus.
The sound of drums grew louder and more intense with every breath from my lungs; a constant beat that shook the air. I didn’t know where it was coming from, but I did notice Adriel’s magic begin to weaken, so I reached out with my right hand and whispered a word of power. A bolt of energy shot out of my hand, nearly ripping my arm from its socket and landing right in the middle of a line of her witches. It struck the earth with such force that Adriel was caught off guard. She looked on in horror as five of her coven members flew in the air, landing in the river with a series of loud splashes.
I stood up and pulled back the sleeve of my winter coat to reveal my Shadowcull’s band. The black mage threw me a mad look and I knew she recognized it.
And I recognized her; it was Dr Caroline Dennis, the school board shrink who’d overseen Travis Butler’s memorial service in the gym.
She stood no more than thirty feet away; her body thrumming with magic. She pulled back her hood to reveal a twisted grin on an almost flawless face. Her yellow-gold hair was cut neatly just above her shoulders and her eyes flickered with power as she sized me up. She looked to be no more than thirty or thirty-five years of age, but she was much older than that. Centuries older. She had a pointed chin and a perfect nose set above a pair of lips that were now pulled back in a snarl. One hand was at her side and in the other she held a parcel-shaped satchel that looked like it was made of burlap.
“I don’t know how I couldn’t detect your magic at my school,” I shouted at her. “You recognize this copper band from a battle you fought a long time ago. You might have beaten my father, Adriel, but you won’t live through tonight.”
The black mage cackled wildly as she waved her left hand in front of her face with a flourish. A beam of fury rushed across the snow-covered ground and hit me square in the chest, sending me through the air. I landed in a heap in scrub brush. As I struggled back to my feet, I readied another volley. Around me a furious battle was underway. I looked out around me to see the line of students staring at the splashing current of the Bow River. Magic lit up the night sky as the blood coven attacked the white witches.
“I had no idea this coven was so desperate that it would throw a mere child into the fray,” Adriel spat. “But killing the young is the nature of my business and there are oh so many young people to feast on this night. There’s more than enough living energy to keep me going for a thousand years, and I’m so hungry, and I’ll devour your spirit first, Shadowcull.”
Adriel hurled a series of hexes my way and I raised my magic into a protective shield. Her attacks struck with sledgehammer force, battering against me in a flurry of bright orange sparks. All around me the shrill voices of the white witches called out as they peppered Adriel’s blood coven with everything they had. And right in the middle of them was my mother and Twyla Standingready, her dlézi at her side. It reared up on its hind legs, its massive, club-like forepaws smashing into a pair of black witches and knocking them senseless. Mom gripped her amulet tightly and made hurling motions with her free arm as she fired shot after shot at the enemy.
“Use everything you’ve got!” I roared at the white witches. “All bets are off! Wipe them out!”
I dug my feet into the ground and braced my copper-banded arm with my other hand. I drew on my reserves of power and lashed out at Adriel with a barrage of deadly curses. A slithering, shining black shadow jumped in front of the evil mage just as one of my death curses was about to hit her. It struck the creature in the midsection and exploded in a bright ball of flame.
Adriel fired back at me just as I was about to raise the last of my magic for one final ferocious attack. She slapped a binding that wrapped tightly around my neck and twisted my arms behind my back.
And that’s when things went from bad to worse.
She strutted through the snow, waving away volleys of hexes being thrown her way by the white witches like they were an annoyance. Her eyes burned with the flames of pure madness as she approached me, her hands blazing with supernatural energy. The magical noose tightened around my neck and I began to choke. Adriel now stood no more than ten feet away. She turned to look at her troops. She made a noise that sounded close to a dry chuckle and then with one hand she reached toward the river and made a snatching motion. Suddenly the river began to bubble and froth as Adriel formed a fist and tightened it so hard that her hands began to shake. An icy pillar of water soared up more than twenty feet in the air and she directed it at the white witches who were now fighting with their backs to each other. With a single, vile word of power, the column of swirling water crashed into the white witches sending them tumbling toward their enemy.
But Mom wasn’t among them. She’d raced up to George Standingready with Twyla at her side to make a last stand against Adriel, but they weren’t alone. The old man was standing in front of the wispy images of more than two dozen spirits, two dozen First Nations ghosts called back from the great beyond to fight one last time. Each was dressed in deer or buffalo hides and each wore a bone bead choker like Twyla.
And every last one of them was banging on a deerskin drum.
George Standingready took a step forward and cried out in his native tongue. A spinning wall of snow whipped up from the ground at his feet and flew straight into the black witches. It swirled around them, creating a massive snow squall and Adriel’s minions disappeared from my sight.
But it didn’t matter. Adriel had me in a death grip and then with the tiniest whisper of magic, she summoned her Demon Shade, her familiar that had attacked me at the school. It rose up to its full, massive height and it roared in an unholy voice that seemed to shake the sky itself.
“Julie!” my mother screamed as she summoned up a blast of energy that hit the creature in the chest and sent it tumbling into Adriel. I felt the binding begin to loosen just a little and that’s when the Demon Shade lunged at me. I was about to shut my eyes and say goodbye to the world when Mom leaped into the creature’s path and bore the full brunt of its assault. It enveloped her entirely; its shining black liquid-like body spread across her chest and up over her neck. It was just about to close over Mom’s face when suddenly eight tendrils of pure magic flew into the creature. Behind me I could hear chanting in the old Theban language – the white witches were somehow counterattacking.
“What is this?” roared Adriel as her binding loosened further. I spun around to see my mother’s eyes pleading for help as she gulped for air.
And still the drum beat echoed through the night.
Adriel had dropped her guard long enough for me to make my move. With one final dip into my spirit, I bellowed the most hated death curse in witchcraft and whipped both hands in the black mage’s direction. Witchfire smashed into Adriel dead-on. She immediately lit ablaze, the spell latching onto her magical signature. The flames wouldn’t stop burning until her heart stopped: her ass was grass.
Or so I thought.
“Marcus!” Twyla shrieked. “Oh my God, Marcus jumped into the weir!”
I had an impossible choice. If I released Adriel from my binding of witchfire she could easily compel everyone still under the magic of her coven to jump into the river. If I didn’t release her, she’d burn to a crisp and die. Her enthralment spell would die with her and so would Marcus.
But two things happened in that short moment that I will carry with me to my grave. As Adriel shrieked in unimaginable pain I watched in awe as every one of the First Nations spirits shape-shifted into bison. I also caught a glimpse of Betty the dog as she leaped into the weir after Marcus, disappearing from my sight entirely.
The ground began to tremble as George Standingready once more cried out. The small herd of bison was on the move. They barreled at breakneck speed past the circle of white witches, crashing through bramble and thickets of diamond willow. Their hoofs thundered against the frozen ground and the air was filled with the sound of terrified screams. They rushed forward, an unstoppable force hot on the heels of Adriel’s blood coven. The blood witches’ spells fizzled out as the herd of bison trampled through a group of them and straight into the heart of Adriel’s coven. And the animals were quick – in seconds they had slammed into nearly every one of Adriel’s minions, trampling dozens of them under their massive hooves. They circled, going after a handful of stragglers, whose fate was sealed the moment George Standingready cried out his command to charge.
I turned my attention to the black mage Adriel as witchfire consumed her entire essence and with her dying breath, the now-smoldering husk gazed up at me and whispered a single word.
“Suffer,” Adriel gasped.
In an instant, the Demon Shade that was killing my mother by inches disappeared and I looked downstream to see the bodies of Adriel’s coven carried away by the current. All around us the students and staff of Crescent Ridge High School woke up to find themselves standing on the edge of the Bow River, including Mike Olsen and Willard Schubert, who was squatting at the base of the weir shivering madly.
“Mom,” I cried. “Mom we’ve got to do something to save Marcus, he went over the weir!” I raced up to the river’s edge and spotted Betty and Marcus lying together on the sand about twenty yards from the weir. I cried out with joy. Somehow Betty had managed to save Marcus, somehow she had found the strength to fight the raging undertow of the Bow River weir to save him.
And it had cost her dearly.
After limping through a maze of confused and bewildered students and staff, I made it over to the pair. Marcus was shivering violently, so I threw off my Shadowcull’s cloak and wrapped it around his chest as I turned my attention to Betty. She lay with her head against Marcus’s lap; one of her legs was broken and there was a large gash on her stomach. A small trickle of blood pooled in the freezing water and I knew at that precise moment that there was nothing I could do for the old dog.
“She s-saved me,” Marcus said through his chattering teeth. “My m-mind was filled with nightmare images and suddenly a voice came into my head and told me to hang on tight. W-what just happened, Julie?”
“Adriel happened,” I whispered as I gazed at the dying animal. I knelt down beside the Great Dane and placed my head against its damp chest. Its body heat warmed my face and I could hear its giant heart slowly thumping away. I ran my hand down its back in a series of gentle strokes and the Dane whimpered as it made a weak attempt to wag its tail.
“Good dog,” I whispered as my eyes filled with tears. “You’re such a good dog. I don’t know if you’re in there or not, Betty, but you saved him. You saved Marcus… Damn.”
The tears rolled down my burning cheeks as I hummed a quiet melody and continued to gently stroke the dog’s back. It lingered on for another few minutes or so and I stayed by its side, my face against its rib cage and my right ear listening to the weak beating of its heart until the sound finally faded away.
Mom arrived with Wallace Guffman close behind her. She began to tend to Marcus and in the distance I could see Twyla and George Standingready leading the throng of students and staff to the parking lot of the bird sanctuary. Marcus raised himself up on his elbows and tried to move.
Only nothing happened.
He dug his elbows into the freezing mud and pulled backward with all his strength and he only managed to pull himself a few inches.
We’d grown up together. We’d laughed and played together as children. We’d fought the darkest of powers together and we’d fallen in love with each other in the process.
But there would be no spell or potion in the world to help Marcus Guffman now. That tumble over the weir had cost more than the life of a Great Dane that was host to my spiritual guardian. Marcus looked down and my heart sank because I knew what he was going to say next.
“I can’t… I can’t move my legs,” he whispered.



 
CHAPTER 26
 
“Suffer.”
That was the last thing a centuries-old black mage said to me before she had died at my hands.
And she was right.
Mom and Betty had warned me about the danger to Marcus if we continued to see each other. I’d ignored those warnings. I’d stupidly announced that I could protect Marcus from danger, only I was wrong. Something broke inside me that night on the banks of the Bow River because for the first time in my life, I realized just how much like my mother I truly was.
She couldn’t protect my father and he had died. I couldn’t protect Marcus and now he was paying the price for my mistake. I thought that if he’d stayed home, if he stayed away from the dance that he would be safe. But Adriel had access to the legal names of everyone at school. It hadn’t mattered that Marcus was at home. It was through their true names that she was able to infect them all with Soul Worms. Mike Olsen and Travis Butler were just the warm-up to the big show on the longest night of the year.
But at least Marcus was alive, right? That had to count for something. I kept telling myself that as I went to visit him at the Rockyview Hospital. I found him alone inside his room sitting in a wheelchair and looking outside his window as the snow collected on the window ledge.
“Hey,” I said as I stood in the doorway. He was wearing a pale blue hospital gown and he turned in his chair to look at me. I was expecting to see the face of an enraged Marcus and a pair of accusing eyes, but that didn’t happen. He simply threw me a slight nod.
“Hi,” he said quietly. “You can come in, Julie.”
I unzipped my winter coat and placed it on the chair next to the bed and then I went to him. I knelt down and wrapped my arms around his bony shoulders and let out a series of painful sobs.
“I’m so sorry, Marcus,” I whispered in his ear. “This wouldn’t have happened if it weren’t for me.”
He nodded slowly. “This is temporary. I’ve got movement in my legs now.”
A wave of relief washed over me and I said, “This should never have happened… I thought you would be safe if you stayed away from the school.”
He gave me a tiny shrug and looked down at his legs. “But it did happen and there’s nothing that either of us can do about it. Mom and Dad want to keep me under lock and key now… I’m all they’ve got.”
“Next to my mother, you’re all I’ve got, Marcus. Thank God for Betty.” I replied.
Marcus wheeled his chair back to the window and gazed out onto the streets below. “That night was a turning point, I think,” he said slowly.
I pulled up a chair next to him and took a seat. “In what way?”
He kept his eyes fixed on the traffic speeding up Glenmore Trail. I saw his jaw tighten and what Marcus told me next sent me reeling. “In that I’ve known you all my life and I love you with all my heart, but things change, Julie.”
My throat tightened up as a tremor of fear shot through the center of my chest. I placed my hand on his right knee like I’d done so many times before and was about to give it a tiny squeeze when Marcus spun his chair around to face me.
“Don’t,” he said firmly. “Not now, Julie. Not ever again. If you love me like you say you do, then you won’t touch me. You won’t talk to me. You won’t try to send me text messages and you will stay away from me.”
I opened my mouth to say something, but no words came. I searched Marcus’s eyes for something that would give me a tiny glimmer of hope, something, anything that I could grab onto as a lifeline. He wheeled his chair back a few feet as I studied his face. His mouth was nothing more than a line just above his chin and he didn’t even attempt to avoid my gaze.
“Marcus, w-what happened to you?” I choked, forcing back tears that were stinging my eyes.
He sighed loudly and said, “You happened. Everything about your life happened. Someone took over my mind and in those moments when I was standing over the edge of the weir, I saw things. Horrible, twisted and vile things that I can’t even begin to describe – they’re just too awful to contemplate. And I saw my own end, Julie. I saw my death and it came at your hands.”
“B-but…” I said, gulping for air.
He wheeled his chair past his bed and over to the door. “You need to leave, Julie,” Marcus said, his voice shaking. His face was a ghastly shade of white and I noticed that he was trembling. Not out of anger or frustration, but out of fear. “All my life I’ve seen you do wondrous, incredible things that no scientist could ever explain. But someone took over my mind, Julie; Adriel took my mind and my body along with more than a hundred other people. She did this as easily as a person draws breath into their lungs. I’d never known what evil truly was until what happened to me – what happened to all of us. You need to leave me because I don’t have the strength in my heart to spend another minute alone with you. I’m terrified that I’ll take back everything I’ve just said because you have always been the center of my entire universe. You are the most beautiful person I’ve ever known and if I stay with you, if I stay as your boyfriend then what I saw will come to pass. Please, Julie, just go!”
I stood up and my legs were like rubber. I made one last futile attempt to find some tiny speck of affection in Marcus’s eyes, but there was nothing but fear. He loved me with all his heart, but something happened to him back at the weir. He’d caught a glimpse of his own death, but at my hands? I loved Marcus. He was the first boy I’d ever held hands with. He was my first kiss, my best friend and biggest supporter.
And now he was terrified of me.
I could feel my heart break in two as I somehow mustered the strength to leave the hospital room. My mind was spinning, I felt like I was going to throw up and it was everything I could do to make it down the hall to the elevator without falling to the cold tile floor and weeping.
 
I cried for an entire day because there was nothing else I could do. Even Mom tried to offer some measure of comfort and to her credit, she didn’t say anything stupid like, “It’s all for the best.” Instead, she simply brought me a cup of tea every few hours as a reason to check in on me. And the entire time as I lay on my bed, my body aching from sobbing into my pillow, I wondered what precisely Marcus saw in his vision. He was going to die at my hands? Me? That’s the part that really stung me the most because I’d gladly lay down my life to protect him.
What did he see? What kind of horrible, corrupted vision of the future would compel him to break off all contact with me? I needed answers so I went back to the weir to look for them. I had to.
This was the place where everything had changed and the crushing guilt of what had happened to Marcus weighed heavily on my shoulders like a stack of stones. As I wandered up the path I could hear the sound of water crashing over the weir. In the week that passed since that terrible night, more than a foot of snow had fallen on the city, erasing every trace of the epic battle that had been fought on the banks of the river. In the distance I spotted a familiar figure walking along the river’s edge. It was Twyla Standingready and she was kicking at the snow with the heel of her boot.
I raced up to her and threw my arms around her. “Twyla! I hope your grandfather is OK.”
She hugged me back and then tugged at her toque to cover her ears. “He’s good, a little bit heartbroken though. I had no idea he’d once had a love affair with a witch named Wilma. He’s always been a secretive person – that’s a hell of a secret to keep all these years. How is Marcus?”
“He’s fighting the good fight,” I lied, as we started walking up toward the weir. A gentle coat of ice crystals covered our parkas as we plodded through the snow. “We’ve decided to stop seeing each other – it’s too dangerous. The good news is that he can move his legs.”
Twyla exhaled in relief, “Thank the spirits. It could have been far worse for him.”
I pushed back the urge to tell her the truth, deciding instead to change the subject. “That was an amazing display of magic by your grandfather. He’s one powerful practitioner – both of you are.”
She nodded. “That he is. I’m not entirely sure how he did it and he’s not telling me… Yet. Apparently I have a lot more to learn.”
“Same with me,” I replied as my eyes shifted toward something poking out of the snow. “Hey, what’s that?”
We walked up to the object and saw that it was the burlap sack that Adriel had been carrying. Twyla was about to grab it when I slapped her hand away.
“What the hell was that for?” she choked.
“It might be protected by a spell,” I said as I held out my hand. I concentrated for a few seconds to see if I could detect any magic and there was none so I started kicking at the ice encasing the base of the pouch with the heel of my boot. In seconds it was free so I picked it up and pulled back the top flap.
Inside was the last thing I was expecting to find. It was a small wooden tablet and when I pulled it out to examine it, the sheer magnitude of what I was holding hit me with explosive force.
“What is it?” asked Twyla. “It’s got weird-ass writing on it.”
I clutched the tablet tightly in my gloved hands and just gawked at it for few more seconds.
“It’s written using the Theban alphabet, the original language of witches everywhere.”
“Alright,” Twyla huffed. “Thanks for the quick history lesson, but again: what is it?”
A twinge of panic shot through me and I quickly slipped the tablet back into the pouch. I placed a hand on Twyla’s shoulder and said, “It’s a page from the Book of Names, a powerful artefact that gives whoever holds it the ability to bind anyone to their will. There are three tablets, one made of wood, another made from stone and the last one is made from parchment. The lettering on this tablet carries the true names of players in the supernatural world and now I understand why Adriel wanted to wipe out my mother’s coven.”
She blinked. “I’m all ears. What’s your theory?”
I narrowed my eyes as I clutched the satchel tightly in my hands. “It’s not a theory – remember what that Demon Shade told us outside of the school just before I torched it? Adriel was after one or both of the other pieces of the puzzle. This was never about taking down the coven, it was about acquiring the Book of Names the entire time. I think that’s why my father was killed, Twyla. I think he found out the truth and it cost him his life.”
Her eyes panned down to the satchel and if she’d had any inkling of trying to keep the tablet, she’d have made a move to take it from me.
But not Twyla Standingready. She took a step forward and looked me square in the eye.
“You have to hide it, Julie. Somewhere nobody will ever think of looking for it. If you take it to your house then someone will come after you and your mother. No, that thing is too dangerous to be left to anyone associated with your order of witches. But the power of my people can keep it hidden.”
I arched my eyebrows because Twyla was taking on a massive risk by offering to hide the tablet. It meant that she was opening herself up to whatever shadowy conspiracy existed within the world of witches, but I didn’t really have a choice. The tablet would be safer with Twyla and her grandfather’s magic than it could ever be with me.
I took a deep breath and handed her the satchel. “Here, take it,” I said firmly. “I don’t want to know where you hide it because it could lead back to you. It’s enough that you’re putting your life on the line by offering.”
She carefully slipped the satchel inside her backpack and zipped it shut. “Now what do we do?” she said as she slung the backpack over her shoulder.
I gazed out at the water crashing over the weir, the same weir where Marcus Guffman broke his back and where a Great Dane possessed by an immortal spirit saved his life. Somewhere out there was Betty Priddy and I wondered if I would ever see her again.
A gust of wind blew off the rushing water of the Bow River as Twyla Standingready and I headed back up the path toward the bird sanctuary.
We had the first piece of the Book of Names in our hands and I’d learned a dark secret about why my father was killed. Someone inside the Wheatland Coven of White Witches had ordered the hit and I was going to make damned sure I’d find out who it was.
God help them.
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My boyfriend just dumped me and someone inside my mother’s coven had my father killed. Scratch that. I guess that it’s my coven now seeing as how Mom has been elected the new Blessed Maven. I actually think she’s only slightly less cranky than before all the shit hit the fan at the Bow River Weir.
Today is Monday and tonight we’re to have a celebration at Coven House. I’m to be formally presented before the witches and their families and it looks like I’m going to take part in Celebration of the Call. Go me, big whoop.
I haven’t slept right since the night of the battle against Adriel. I wake up in a cold sweat at exactly two o’clock in the morning after experiencing the same dream over and over again. In it I can see Marcus as he falls into the weir. He sinks to the bottom, completely comatose because he’s still infected with Soul Worms, so I dive in after him but the current is too strong and I can’t reach him no matter how hard I try. Then my dream shifts to the place on riverbank where Betty dragged him. Marcus is propped up on his elbows and his cold, accusing eyes bore into me like a dentist’s drill. He opens his mouth and says the same thing night after night: “You did this to me.”
And that’s when I wake up drenched in sweat.
But he said that he’d had a vision where he dies and I’m the one who kills him. That’s why he broke it off – he’s terrified that I’m some kind of psycho witch waiting to happen. And I would never hurt him. Ever. I love Marcus with all my heart and I need to know what he saw… I need to find out who killed my father.
So, naturally, there’s something I can do about it that Mom would most certainly disapprove of. Someone inside the coven is responsible for my father’s death and is in possession of one third of the Book of Names. I need to find out who it is and that means that I’m going to put on my wings and become the perfect little social butterfly. I’m going to inject myself into the lives of every witch in the Wheatland coven in order to expose Dad’s killer.
But that’s for another day. Tomorrow is Tuesday and life is going to swing back to normal now that the silly season is over. The Deerfoot Trail will be bumper-to-bumper with traffic. The shops will open once again and the stores will be filled with people returning gifts they received on Christmas Day.
Mom and I didn’t celebrate Christmas this year. We shared a quiet meal and exchanged gifts over a cup of tea with It’s a Wonderful Life on the TV. She got me a new phone and I promised not to destroy this one. I bought Mom a new pair of earrings and some combs for her long red hair which, of course, I will borrow as I do with basically all her stuff.
Classes start again in the morning, but I’m going to skip school. I really don’t feel like going if Marcus isn’t going to be there (and he won’t be back in school for at least another month). I’m going to kiss my mother as I head out the door into the cold and I’m going to march through yet another snowfall down to the Southland C-Train station. I’m going to hop on the downtown train and head up the Stephen Avenue Mall past the bums who are always in your face for a few spare quarters. I’m going to keep on walking until I walk straight through the gilded doors of Banker’s Hall.
I swore that I’d never find myself in debt to Holly Penske ever again, but things change in life. I need a glimpse into the future. I need to know what Marcus was talking about when he said that he saw his own death and that it was at my hands.
I need answers.
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