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Book 1

 

 

By Katerina Martinez

 

 

*ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED AS MIDNIGHT MAGICK*

 

 

A beautiful stranger. Suspicious deaths. Magick unimaginable.

 

I'm not a bounty hunter, I'm not a mercenary, I'm not anyone - I'm just a loner, a weirdo, a freak. But my life is about to get turned upside down, and I have no idea what's coming. 

 

It all starts with Damien Colt. Where I live, everyone knows everyone else, so when someone new enters the picture, it's difficult to miss them. I should have known he was bad news, should have smelled the specter of death clinging to him like a terrible shadow, but I didn't. Instead, I let him get close. Too close. Now I'm mixed up in business I had no right to get mixed up in, and I'm about to learn a truth about myself I'm not ready to hear. Magick is real, but it comes at a price; one I'm not ready to pay.

 

For most Wiccans, real magick is a dream come true. For me, this is the beginning of a nightmare.

 

Note that this book was once called Midnight Magick, and was the first book Katerina Martinez ever wrote and published. It has been remastered and re-branded in order to bring it up to speed, but it is the same book; the story has only changed in minor ways. Do not buy this book if you have already bought and read Midnight Magick.
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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I couldn’t believe I had just broken it. Never in my few years as a Wiccan had I ever broken or lost any of my charms, but today I snagged my necklace on a stray nail and managed to rip it right off my neck. I was lucky the nail didn’t hurt me, but it still bummed me out that I would have to slip the Triquetra charm into another leather thong. This one had value. Sentiment. Maybe even power.

As angular shadows started to creep across the floor of the bookshop, growing longer and more predominant with each passing minute, Eliza went about the task of slotting books onto shelves. I, however, had been sitting on the counter like a sulking child for almost a half an hour, fiddling with the charm between my fingers. 

Somehow, the metal was still cold.

 “—don’t you think?” Eliza asked. 

“Huh?” I pocketed the pendant and came back down from my thoughts. 

“Are you even listening to me, Amber?” 

“Totally… what did you say?” 

Eliza sighed. “That girl? The one who drowned in her pool?”

“What about her?” 

“They closed the case today. They say it isn’t suspicious anymore, writing it off as an accident.”

“Accidental? I thought they had a suspect and everything.” 

“They did, but they didn’t have enough evidence to convict. Don’t you think it’s all a bit weird?”

I shrugged and feigned disinterest, but the grim topic gave me jitters. People didn’t normally die suspiciously in my neck of the woods, but this was the second one this year. The first was another girl. She hung herself from a withered birch at the heart of the forest. I saw the pictures. God how I wish I hadn’t.

“Can we talk about something else?” I asked, “How’d that fight with Evan go last night?”

“The fight?” Eliza planted a copy of Jules Verne’s ‘Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea’ on my lap. I wasn’t expecting it. “Go put this on the shelf, will you?” 

“Yes, master,” I said. I hopped off the counter and wiped my hand on my grey dress as I searched for the book’s proper home among the shelves. “So? What happened with Evan?” I asked through the aisles.

Eliza grunted. “It’s this thing with Mordecai.” Mordecai was her tabby cat. “He’s been wheezing a lot. I asked Evan to take him to the vet yesterday for a check-up and he didn’t do it, so we had a big stupid fight.”

“How does that turn into an argument?” I slotted the book between a pristine copy of Moby Dick—a personal favorite—and A Journey to the Center of the Earth.  

“Because! It just does,” said Eliza.

I walked around the aisle and caught her stacking books from a box marked “OLD” on a high shelf. Her tank top crept up her stomach exposing her flat belly as she stretched. No bump yet. Evan and Eliza always fought over silly things but it’d gotten worse ever since she found out she was pregnant. I could never say that to her face, though. She might have charged at me with a step ladder if I did!

“You guys will be fine,” I said, “You’re fighting because of the baby. Babies bring stress.” 

Eliza shot me a scowl. “When did you become Doctor Phil?”

I smiled. “I’m just saying, you guys never used to fight about stuff and now you are. What’s changed? You’re pregnant.” 

Eliza closed the box. A puff of dust exploded forth in defiance. “And he’s still a jackass sometimes,” she said.

“Oh come on, a little ice cream and a kiss in just the right spot and the fight will be history.”

Eliza moved the box into a small closet nearby and smiled to herself. “Yeah, okay, I’ll give you that. Anyway, let’s get finished up so we can get out of here.” 

The doorbell tinkled. Evan’s silhouette broke the faint sunlight and crept into the store as quiet as a mouse, eyes to the floor. I smiled as he arrived and gave him a light peck on the cheek.

“Hey Evan,” I said, “How’s the cat?” 

“On meds,” he replied, though he wasn’t looking at me, but rather at the visage of annoyance itself glaring from; behind me. “But he’ll be okay.”

Eliza had black, poker-straight hair which fell to about the small of her back. Her pale skin and cobalt eyes gave her an Ice Queen kind of air, but her round face and button nose gave away her heart of gold. Evan, meanwhile, was tall—taller than Eliza—and nicely put together. She’d get on her tiptoes to kiss him. It was cute. 

“That’s great! Eliza was just telling me. I hope he gets better soon.” I gave the pair a winning smile. “Eliza, I’m gonna go through the new stock and whatnot. I’ll be in the back. Let me know when you’re ready to lock up,” I said. 

Eliza nodded at me and then glanced at her man. He approached her like someone would advance on a stray cat they wanted to pet: slowly and cautiously. They started to speak as I disappeared into the back room.

We didn’t get any new stock today, I simply figured they needed to talk. Besides, I knew she’d appreciate the space. Luckily I wasn’t stuck in a tiny room entirely without purpose. Inside my backpack I had a bunch of brand new textbooks and more stationery than a girl knew what to do with, ready for my first day back at the Raven Hall University.

Lost in the plethora of pens and notepads my back to school kit comprised of, I almost didn’t notice the sore thumb on the oaken desk. I had to double-take before the words written on its spine, and the image on the front, struck a chilling chord. 

The giant squid on the cover of Jules Verne’s Twenty Thousand Leagues stared back at me from atop the table. An old copy, identical to the one I’d placed on the shelves moments ago. Why did we own two of them?

I plucked the book from the desk and advanced toward the door to the main room. Evan and Eliza were still there. Their muffled voices told me the discussion still hadn’t finished, but at least they weren’t fighting. No one wants to be caught in between these two when they fight. It’s like watching cats argue over territory. I would know. 

I slid out of the back room and snaked my way silently down the closest aisle while the conversation quietened. I would slip the book in next to its sister so they can spend some time together before someone buys one and separates them again; that was the plan. But when I located the nook where I’d placed the original copy, I froze. The two books flanking Mr. Verne were still there, but the absence of a book between them made them slant into each other like tired lovers. 

“Dammit,” I said, under my breath. I wish I could’ve dismissed the strange event, pretended like I’d imagined the whole thing, but in truth this kind of thing had happened before. 

With the delicacy of someone trying not to disturb sleeping children, I slotted Jules Verne into its rightful place and decided that this time I would be cleverer than whatever specter enjoyed playing tricks on me. I snapped a shot of the books with my smartphone and double checked the image to confirm, smiling smugly at the triumph of technology. 

Making my way back, I wondered if our repository of books was haunted. It’s an old building built on an old street in an old town. And I’m sure a lot of old people live in the apartment block above. I could ask Mrs. Peters on the second floor. She’s probably as old as the building itself, or at least that’s what her musky perfume suggests. 

A sudden pleasurable moan made me dart back into the aisle just as I was about to waltz into the open. I peered around the corner and was met with a scene like something out of a fantasy. My heart raced. Eliza would’ve easily spotted me if I hadn’t any wits about me. 

Eliza sat on the counter, her legs wrapped around Evan’s waist. Their lips locked in a passionate kiss. I glanced toward the front door, which they were in full view of, and hoped for their sake no one would come in. 

Evan picked Eliza up by her thighs and carried her out of sight, to the back of the historical section which accumulated the most dust. The bookstore already smelt of lust, and listening to Eliza’s giggles brought a flush of warmth to my cheeks. I thought about that night a few months ago when the three of us called down the Moon Goddess and experienced each other intimately. It was my first time with two other partners, but I was glad they were my best friends.

The door to the office was only a few feet from where I stood, backed up against an aisle. The store had been quieter when they were talking. Now that Eliza’s moans rang off the walls I entered the safety of the back room without being spotted. I emerged a few moments later into the middle of a warm embrace between true soul mates.

“Look guys, why don’t you go home?” I asked, “I can lock up.”

“Are you sure?” asked Eliza. 

“Absolutely. Get out of here.”

I’d grown used to hiding my green eyes from them. They had something I’d always wanted to share with someone else: a connection. Happy for them though I was, lonely people yearn, and lonely Witches get up to no good; ask my ex-boyfriend.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWO

 

 

I graduated from University two years ago with a degree in English Literature. In a strange turn of events, my dad offered to pay for me to take a gap year after I was done, so I took him up on the money and spent a few months in Europe. I mean, wouldn’t you? 

Barcelona, Rome, Munich, Berlin, even Moscow, Europe was everything I thought it would be and more. The architecture, the history and the people; hell, even the languages were something to marvel at! “Where’s the nearest bathroom?” is a phrase I learned in as many languages as possible—forget greetings and niceties. That phrase spared me from having to pee in awkward places, although I wished I’d have learned it in Russian before I reached Moscow. I had never run so fast in my entire life, nor had I ever encountered a more disgusting bathroom. 

But the trip was heaven-sent. I fell in love with Europe and longed to go back the moment I touched down on American Soil. Barcelona in particular, though, won my heart. I paid a visit to Barcelona upon my arrival in Europe and again the day before my flight back home. As I stood before the gothic wonder that is the Catedrál de la Santa Cruz y Santa Eulália, something inside of me clicked. While touring its wide, hollow halls I rediscovered a burning desire for knowledge, for mysteries, and for all things occult. 

It sort of just… happened.

My dad didn’t believe me when I told him I wanted to go back to school a soon as I got home, and when I told him what I wanted to study he damn near flipped out on me. He thought I wanted to be a teacher, but that didn’t make sense to me anymore. What I hungered for was a study in the esoteric, in Religion and Mythology. I had this vision of becoming some kind of expert whom priests and academics called on for help and advice, and I wasn’t about to let my father stop me. 

So he decided not to pay for my schooling. What of it? I went ahead and enrolled in University anyway, saved up some money, and signed up for a decent payment plan. Now, a year and a heavy debt later, the time had come for me to start on my journey of knowledge.

At 7am the alarm went off. I shambled out of bed, stumbled into my shower, and helped myself to wake with a little stretching. Not that I was in to yoga or anything, I just found a little quiet stretching helped me wake up in the mornings. Then I went to find something to eat, but no butter and no milk meant no toast or cereal. Damn. I picked up an apple and sat down at the kitchen table with my dream diary. 

I didn’t know a lot of people who kept a dream journal, but I’ve had mine since the vivid dreams started to come almost nightly. They were usually different—some good, some terrifying, some totally bizarre—but in trying to figure them out I found a knack for turning them into short stories. 

Last night’s dream fell into the third category. I was in a hazy forest not unlike the one surrounding our town, but like with most dreams I couldn’t totally be sure of where I was. I sat among trees in a shady glen as a pack of wolves scurried past me toward an unknown destination. One of them slowed to a trot, turned to me, and approached. 

The wolf kept its nose to the ground during its advance, smelling and sniffing. The beast halted before me and curiously sniffed in my direction. I raised my hand to the wolf and allowed it to take in my scent but I could taste ash in my mouth and I smelt the wolf’s fear. Or maybe it was my own fear? 

After taking in my scent the wolf brought its eyes to me for a second and held my gaze before dashing away in pursuit of its pack. That’s when my alarm snapped me into the waking lands. The best dreams usually ended right when they’re getting interesting. Isn’t that always the way?

Anyway, I spent a while after breakfast snipping and preparing the right leather throng which would be the new home for my favorite charm before getting ready for my first day of college. I picked out a floor length, long sleeved black dress to wear on top of a pair of Doctor Marten boots and clipped up my copper hair allowing a few loose strands to fall messily over my pale face and neck. I finished my appearance with dark brown eyeliner to emphasize my green eyes and a black cardigan that was a few sizes too big. 

As long as I had a choice, I would live in the nineties for as long as I could. 

So with my backpack over my shoulder and a few too many nerves, I headed out into the morning streets. Swallows sang my approach, a fresh breeze came to greet me, and the crisp morning air helped fully wake me up as I made tracks to campus. I hadn’t been to college in so long. Walking up the stone footpath which cut a straight line between two rows of shady Maple Sycamores was like taking a stroll through time. 

The familiar scent of freshly mowed grass rode piggy back on the same gentle breeze I recalled accompanying me on the walk through the grounds years ago. The caretaker, Mister Dickens, eyed me from behind the grumbling mower he was operating with inquisitive eyes. Did he recognize me? Seemed to me he hadn’t aged a day, then again once you reach his age the years don’t seem to change a man much. 

Lucky bastards.

My steady pace slowed as the hustle and bustle surrounding the main building reached my ears.  The structure stood in the shadow of the trees, a pristine work of architecture like few others of its kind. The stony grey building cut a rigid crescent in the green grounds. Marble arches situated beneath Victorian windows offered a classical appeal to a modernized culture. As the statue of a seated George P Raven—the once-upon-a-time owner of the sprawling estate—burned you with his cold, dead eyes, you knew to obey the laws of common decency and camaraderie in his Hall. 

Raven’s Hall.

I tucked stray wisps of auburn hair over my ear and stepped through the marble arches without so much as a “hi, how are ya?” to any of the other students. I couldn’t hear them over the Smashing Pumpkins, blasting as they were out of my earbuds, so I made my way to the room where my first lecture was being held and pushed open the large brown door to find it… empty.

Bingo.

Before anyone else showed up I found a seat at the center of the room—not too close to the back so as to seem disinterested, and not too close to the front so as to appear overeager. I quietly unpacked my textbook, a ruled notepad, a black pen, and fitted a pair of black rimmed glasses over my nose. I didn’t need them for much, only if I thought I would be reading or staring at a PC screen for a long while, but they served a cosmetic purpose, so why not wear them? 

On the first line of the notepad I wrote “Monday, 16th September, Lecture 1.” Then, realizing I wasn’t a twelve year old anymore, I yanked the page out of the bindings and crumpled it up. First blood. That went on for a few minutes until my first few classmates started to arrive. Blissful silence soon drowned in a cacophony of eager voices, but I kept myself glued to the textbook so as to not give anyone the impression that I actually wanted to introduce myself or socialize. 

One man, however, caught my eye as he walked into the lecture room. Many guys had walked in before him, but this one stood out because of the awkward gaze in his eyes. I recognized the look and the emotion; he needed to find a seat before he was forced to sit next to someone he didn’t like by default. I’d worn that same alarm on my face before many times. The need to avoid the fate of having my seat allocated to me is what motivated me to get to class early this morning, let’s not forget. 

I scanned him as he searched the room for a space. He wore a pair of dark jeans and a round neck black top with sleeves so long they mostly covered his hands. Beneath his top I spied the outline of his body—lean and healthy with a defined chest—and craning my eyes upwards things only got better. He had a symmetrical face, a buttoned nose, kissable lips, beautiful hazel eyes and a messy, brown shoulder-length mane parted right down the middle and falling lazily on either side of his head. 

Holy… wow.

I tried not to stare and begged the Gods to sit him somewhere else, but as luck would have it the only available seat was next to mine. I felt the vacuum his body caused as he slid past me and into the seat to my right and his cologne decided to stop by and say hello. He smelt like a fruity, iced drink on a hot summer’s day; that is to say, delicious. But I tried to stop enjoying his cologne enough to keep track of his movements through my periphery. 

I watched him sit down next to me, produce a textbook, notepad, and pen, and sigh softly. Now if only I could get his nam—

“Hey,” he said. His smoky voice drew me in but not before completely blindsiding me.

“Uh, hey,” I said.

An extended hand poked out from his black sleeve. “Damien.” 

I lightly shook his hand and smiled out of the corner of my lips. Did he read my mind? “Amber.” 

“Coincidence or design?” 

“Because of my hair? I don’t know. We’d have to ask my parents.”

“It’s a nice name.”

“Thanks. I don’t know many guys called Damien, but I’ve always liked it.”

“I’m glad you do.”  

We didn’t swap many more words after that, so I tried to figure him out. A good looking man who comes prepared is a rare breed, but I wasn’t entirely won over yet. He kept glancing at my hair, and that meant one of three things; he was trying to figure out if I dye, he had never seen a ginger before in his life, or he was wondering whether the carpet matched the drapes. 

The frequency of his peeking suggested a combination of the three. 

Professor Simmons, a man with a receding brown hairline ending in wisps reminiscent of a bride’s veil behind his head delivered a lecture which had more in common with a sermon than a class. This was Religion and Mythology, sure, but did he need to make the lecture feel like mass? 

Damien wasn’t much of a talker, despite his friendly introduction, and he fled the lecture hall quicker than I did when class ended. I can’t say his disappearing act didn’t leave me hanging… okay, let me rephrase that. I noticed his absence and wondered where he had left when class ended. Like I said, I wasn’t quite won over by his awkward, good-looking charms. 

But I did wonder where he had gone in such a hurry, and in the analytical side of my mind alarm bells were starting to ring. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Time flies when you’re having fun, right? Religion and Mythology proved to be exactly as entertaining a class as I thought it’d be. Professor Simmons made the morning drag on, but the other two lecturers leading my course—Professors Robertson and Irwin—displayed more energy and humor, respectively, which balanced things out. I looked forward to my next classes already.

College in general, however, was no different now than what I remembered. I still got stares, and hushed whispers seemed to follow me everywhere. It was like having a pet black cloud hanging over you that everybody saw and talked about but I couldn’t see myself. School treatment of introverts hadn’t changed since my last stint at college. But at least now I had the experience of being well travelled; that had to count for something, right?

I headed to Rosella Avenue after classes had ended to pick up the rest of the shift. Eliza covered the morning shift and I handled last couple of hours of the day, and then closed. This afternoon wasn’t busy. Customers trickled into the store only on occasion giving me ample time to finish my class reading and prepare for my first assignment; an essay on organized religion. At about 7pm I closed up and made my way home down the chilly streets, stopping to pick up some Thai food on the way. 

My home was only a twenty minute walk from the bookstore, fifteen if I hustled. Like other houses on my street, my home was white; although the local climate turned anything white into a dull grey over time. Comprised of two floors, an attic and a basement with plenty of bedrooms and toilets, my home was not modest in size. A family home with one single inhabitant; can’t say it didn’t get lonely.

When my folks left they didn’t take much with them so the ghost of a family still lived in house in the form of furniture, photo frames, and a room full of old snippets. I could live with the space during the time I spent with Eliza as a roommate but, as couples do, the pair moved in together a few months ago leaving me alone. I could have moved, I guess; rented a smaller apartment somewhere downtown. But two places existed within my home—two sacred places—without which I couldn’t live. The first was the attic, the other my backyard. 

Both locations served a ritualistic and a personal purpose; my Coven and I would use both areas for our group rituals, and I felt most energetic when I spent time in either place alone. They always seemed charged with a kind of palpable energy I could feel with my fingertips if I so much as brushed at the air. I didn’t understand it, but I sure was happy for it. 

Most evenings, while the summer air retained the day’s warmth, I would step out to the deck, lay a blanket on the grass, and write in a notepad going back inside only once the cold crept in. After the long first day of college I’d just had, going home and spending time among my thoughts, my dream diary, and a notepad—or a notepad—was all I wanted to do. I had a dream to round off, anyway.

I became quite the wordsmith as time went on, at least I thought so, but in truth I wrote for myself. Every short story I’d ever scrawled into a notebook and fleshed out on word processor were all personal to me and my dreams. Writing little stories was my own form of therapy. So, settled in my backyard with my laptop, a glass of wine, and my Thai food, I transformed the remainder of my dream into the makings of a short story.

 

A soft, cool breeze reached the witch’s warm skin. She turned her face into the wind and closed her eyes, smiling, but the air soon turned putrid and assaulted her senses. The witch glimpsed a mounting darkness oozing through the forest, the draft transforming into a cutting chill. 

The witch rose to her feet and advanced toward the black smog. Tiny white flecks descended from heaven, but as they touched the witch’s skin they left an ashen stain instead of a melting snowflake. From the heart of the gloom there came a figure, tall and wreathed in shadow.  

“Who’s there?” asked the Witch, curling her hands into fists.

“Don’t you recognize Death?” The voice sounded like nails on a chalkboard. 

“Death has no place here. This is a sacred glen.”

“Death is everywhere,” said the voice, “It comes for all; you as well.”

“You know nothing of me.”

“I know plenty, witch.”

A bird fell from the sky with a thump and burst into a cloud of ash. Then another and another, until soon dead birds dropped like the rain and grey specks filled the air. The witch’s face warmed. Her knuckles turned white. Slow moving tendrils licked at her feet, and the tall, bony figure followed close behind as if hovering over the ground. The wolf’s den had been consumed, as had half the forest. 

The witch raised her right hand and drew a circle in the air before her, tracing the lines of an invisible five point star. The pentacle shone fiercely, and the trees above the witch separated. Golden sunlight flooded the glen, fighting the darkness until the shadows receded and the dark figure came into full view.

The face beneath the black hood bore no distinguishing features; only grey skin sagging over a bony face with a gaping hole for a mouth. The witch clenched her jaw. Fire burned through her veins. She would destroy death, or else the reaper would take everything she loved.

 

I wrote and rewrote the same few paragraphs over and over until they sounded exactly as I wanted them to. Then, noting how my fingers were starting to cramp from the cold—it wasn’t quite summer anymore—I called it a night and went back inside for a well-deserved sleep.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR

 

 

I settled into a routine pretty quickly. Every morning before my first class I’d sit beneath one of the tall Sycamores just outside of the campus building, reading and listening to the likes of “Jack Off Jill” and “Nirvana”. I held my book up like a barrier shield between myself and other students, preferring to keep to myself prior to the start of the day.

On Wednesday morning, about twenty minutes before class, I was sitting under the Sycamore when a distinguished quick shadow broke the book’s hold on my attention. A large Raven came fluttering to a landing nearby. Despite the music in my ears, the big, black bird’s presence and cawing drew me in. I got the impression the bird needed something, if that makes sense.

The Raven remained perfectly still, watching me from a few feet away as if to analyze me. I stopped the music and listened to the animal caw. The sounds were short, quick and almost rhythmic. Curious, I extended a hand toward the bird, but it fled into the wind kicking up a quick gust with its ascent. So I stuffed the book into my bag and followed the bird’s flight path as best I could. Occasionally I’d catch glimpses of the Raven soaring above the trees. I followed wondering whether I was going mad or the bird was taking me somewhere. 

My walk led me away from campus and down a hill and toward the banks of the Geordie, named after the man who founded Raven’s Glen—George P Raven. The river’s soft sloshing reached my ears as I approached, but the Raven had disappeared between the thick trees. I spent a moment catching my bearings until I heard the bird’s song at the edge of my senses in an almost ethereal way. It was drawing me to the riverbank, so I obliged.

Where the grass turned to mud and the mud met the water I spied the Raven once more, majestically perched on a branch. I dropped my bag on the dry grass and stepped lightly. The bird didn’t move from the low hanging branch it had claimed but it stared at me and cocked its head. I came so close I could’ve touched the bird if I reached far enough, but I was worried I would fall into the water. My heart was racing now, hammering so hard I felt it in my fingers! 

The feeling came suddenly. It was as if a cold hand had reached into my chest, clutched my heart, and squeezed.  

The Raven took flight and left me by the riverbank hugging myself, gasping, and choking on my own breath. I staggered towards the nearest tree and held myself up. Like something out of a nightmare, I tried to scream but no sounds escaped my lips save for struggled wheezes. My heart refused to relax, soon trees, rocks and river started to blur into each other. I almost passed out. But the cold hand let go of my heart and I felt it start to beat again.

I stared at the slushing water and scanned the skies for the Raven but found only questions glaring back at me from the tree-line across the river; questions and an ache in my chest. The surface of the water was rough and angry now, when moments ago it had been cool and still. So I moved closer to the river and stood on precariously slippery grass, my eyes pulled to the frothing currents as if by magnets.

In an instant all became clear; my answers weren’t above the water, but under it. The only thing that made sense now was to go in, so I dashed into the river and waded through the icy cold like a girl possessed. Liquid ice swirled around my body, biting and cutting. The black leggings I wore stuck to my skin as I went and the material of my black dress soaked up so much water it was starting to weigh me down.  

My entire lower half went numb in an instant, but a mystery called to me from beneath the murky water. My chest tightened again, an alien pressure threatening to cave in my rib cage if I didn’t continue into the river. All I wanted to do was to get out of the water, to escape the cold, but something didn’t want me to leave. 

It wanted me to dive. 

Dive.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIVE

 

 

The murky, freezing river water stung my eyes as I groped the riverbed. I reached into the mud with my fingertips and dug with a purpose. The cold didn’t bother me as much as the pain my fingers were in from burrowing through rocks, but there would be no stopping now. I had to go deeper. 

Deeper.

Find it.

Deeper.

Out of nowhere a pair of hands pulled me out of the water and carried me toward the grass. Frozen air bit at my skin, stinging my face and nose; my body trembled and teeth chattered. Who dragged me out of the river I didn’t know, but my heart beat hard against my temples and I tried not to cry. I wrapped my hands around the neck of the person carrying me and buried my face into his chest. What an idiot!  

Who the fuck throws herself into a river in the fall? 

I regained myself when warm air caressed my cheeks. Dazed, I scanned the interior of the car I had been brought to. In the driver’s seat I spied Damien, starting the engine and rubbing his hands together, blowing into them on occasion, only I couldn’t believe it was him. At least, not until he spoke. 

“Are you alright?” he asked. 

“G-God its cold,” I said, chattering.

“Here,” he took my hands in his and brought them closer to the air blower. A tingly warm rush overcame me, but some time would pass before the healthy pink returned to my blue lips. I rubbed my shoulders to try and regain some warmth.

“Thank you,” I said, brushing wet hair out of my face. 

“What were you doing in the river?” Damien asked.

“I… wanted a swim?”

“In the middle of September? You could have hurt yourself.” 

“I know, thank you, seriously. I think you just saved my life.”

“Great way to meet, I’m just glad you’re okay.”

“I will be. Shit, I missed class.”

“Class finished an hour ago.”

“Seriously?” I swallowed hard. Talk about lost time. 

Damien started the car. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve seen what you’re reading in class. You’re way ahead already.”

I realized then I had been gripping something in my hand. My knuckles were white from the strength of my grip. My fist unclenched to reveal a bracelet made of semi-precious gems looped around my hand. Amethyst, amber, and rose quartz stones had been carefully threaded through a tough black throng. Amazingly the wristlet hadn’t ripped coming out of the riverbed. 

Damien drove us out of the parking lot and into the street. 

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“To get warm; fuck class today.”

The car’s interior stank of river water and mud. I would have blushed if I hadn’t been so damn cold. “I’m so sorry,” I said, “I got mud in your car.” 

“Don’t worry about it, okay? I just want to help.”

“Even weirdoes like me who dive into cold rivers for no apparent reason?” 

“I wouldn’t call you a weirdo.”

“What would you call me, then?” 

“Can I use two words?”

“Go ahead.”

“I’d call you pretty, and also eccentric.”

My cheeks flushed now. I gave Damien my address and helped him navigate the streets. It was clear now that he wasn’t from around here, but with me as a navigator getting to my place didn’t take us long. Raven’s Glen is a small, rural town where folks don’t usually need cars to get from A to B—although most families still owned two each. 

Excessive, if you ask me, but who am I to judge?

Damien stopped the car in my driveway and glanced at me. “This is your stop,” he said. 

I didn’t want to leave the comfort of his jacket or his car. I had to repay him. “Come inside?” I asked.

Damien shook his head. “I couldn’t.”

“Please? I have towels and stuff you can use. I’ll make you something warm to drink.”

The car grumbled and shut up. Damien nodded, and I beamed on the inside. And maybe on the outside too. 

I couldn’t tell.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIX

 

 

Without waiting another cold, damp moment, I grabbed a quick change of clothes from my bedroom and lead Damien into the attic. We left wet footprints all over the floors but I didn’t much care. I had tracked mud all over his car, after all. 

When we got to the attic I opened one of the many chests lining the outside edges of the room and handed Damien a bunch of clothes. I wasn’t about to leave him cold and waiting while I changed into something warm. Besides, I had a dryer. His clothes would dry in no time. 

“Here,” I said, “These are my dad’s clothes. I think some of them will fit you.” 

I dashed to the stairs leading down from the attic and pulled Damien along with me before he could protest. “There’s a bathroom down the hall,” I continued, “Get changed, warm up, and I’ll meet you downstairs.” 

Damien did as I asked and got changed a few doors down from me. The thought of having him in my house, naked, helped me warm up. Amber Lee, calm the hell down. But I had to push it out of my mind. I didn’t know anything about this guy besides some kind of dreamy, awkward, knight?   

We met downstairs once we had gotten changed and I threw our clothes into the drier before heading into the kitchen. Damien waited, sitting at my kitchen table, while I prepared two cups of steaming hot chocolate. Perfect drinks for the occasion.

While he waited, Damien shuffled uncomfortably on the chair. He was like a fish out of water, completely out of his element in my dad’s rainbow colored Miami palm tree shirt and acid wash jeans. I realized now why my dad buried them in the attic and wondered how he ever managed to snag my mom wearing those.

“I think it suits you,” I said. 

“You know,” said Damien, examining himself. He stood and twirled around. “I could get into this look. What do you think?” 

“I think you should stick to black. Black is hot.” I immediately regretted those words, but taking them back would’ve just made things awkward. 

When the drinks were ready I set them down on the table, took my cup in my hand, and let the feather of steam warm my nose.

“I’m glad you found me,” I said, “I’m not used to being a damsel in distress.” 

“I know that much about you,” he said. 

“Could you?” 

“You have an independent demeanor. You like being alone, I take it?”

“That obvious?” I asked, throwing him a grin from across the table.

“I don’t think I’ve seen you speak to anyone other than a professor all week.”

“And somehow my efforts are thwarted by a meddling young man who can’t take a hint,” I joked. Damien’s smile lit up the room, his hazel eyes glinting in the ambient light coming in through the kitchen window. 

“So,” Damien said, “Are you going to tell me why you went swimming in the river? People don’t just go for swims mid-morning in freezing cold temperatures.”

“Have you ever been to Russia?” I asked.

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You’d take that back if you ever met Ivanov. He was my Russian guide when I went to Moscow. They do this thing where they carve holes in lakes—you know, because they freeze over in the winter—and they go and have dips in the water beneath the ice.” 

“That’s insane.”

“Well, the water in the makeshift pool is warmer than the ice and the surface. It’s like a hot spring. He had to strong-arm me into doing it, but I didn’t regret it. You should try it.” 

I was obviously deflecting, doing my very best to avoid Damien’s question, but it didn’t work. He fell silent and sipped his hot chocolate. “This isn’t Russia, though,” he said.

I sighed. “You’ll think I’m weird if I told you why I did it.”

“I’ve already said it once today; I don’t think you’re weird.”

“No, but you’ll think it after I tell you this. I promise.” 

“Okay, so how about you just tell me and let me decide whether you’re weird or not?”

I narrowed my eyes into slits, sighed, and said “Something strange happened to me. First this Raven cawed at me, almost as if the bird was trying to get my attention. So when the bird fluttered off I went after it and wound up at the riverbank. Then it’s as if something grabbed hold of my chest and squeezed so tightly that I couldn’t breathe, like a panic attack.” By the concerned look in his eyes I knew I had Damien’s attention, although I’m sure I sounded like a mad woman. “Next thing I knew,” I continued, “I was in the water pulling something from out of the mud, and then you pulled me out.”

“What did you grab?” he asked.

“A bracelet,” I said.

“Can I see it?”

I nodded and produced the bracelet from my pocket. Damien took it, and his face turned a deathly white.

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Damien said. He sighed, though it sounded more like a half-choke. “Listen, you don’t look too hot right now.” 

“Thanks.”

“No, I mean, you’re tired. You’ve just been through hell. I should probably get out of your hair.” He practically thrust the bracelet back into my hand.

“You’re leaving?” I asked.”

“I probably should.” Damien stood.

I didn’t want to fight, but he was right. A yawn escaped my mouth. “Yeah… sorry, I’m actually exhausted. I didn’t feel it until you mentioned it.”

Damien nodded. “Thanks for the hot chocolate, though. I’ll see you in class, rest up okay?” 

With every step Damien took towards the door my eyelids felt heavier. I heard him get into his car and pull out of the drive. By then my body was a weary mess. I wanted my bed, screw having a shower. White feather pillows embraced my head lovingly as I hit the bed. Moments, and I drifted into a dreamless sleep. 

I didn’t realize until I woke up much later that Damien hadn’t taken his clothes with him.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN

 

 

I had been down for three hours. By the time I woke up there wasn’t much left for me to do, so Eliza kept me company online. We hadn’t properly spoken since I started class and only saw each other in the crossover during lunch at the bookshop. She’d then go home for the day and I’d stay behind to cover the afternoon shift. It was enjoyable to catch up and tell her how things were going, although I omitted any mention of Damien and my strange experience at the river. I had nothing to say which didn’t make me sound like I had a screw loose.

Leaving the house the next morning in a red and black tartan skirt, a black sweater and my muddy Doctor Martens, I didn’t feel as rough as I thought it would have. Playing with the stones on the bracelet I found in the river kept the memory of the event fresh enough to write them down in my dream diary, even though my mid-morning dip wasn’t an actual dream. I hadn’t seen Damien all day, and without his clear eyes to distract me my mind found no reprieve from what happened on the banks of the Geordie.

After class, in the shadow of what I’d decided was to be my Sycamore tree, I swallowed several chapters on the religious traditions of Ancient Sumerian tribes while the world passed me by. But the words on the page slipped from my mind, and retaining information was about as difficult as trying to catch a trout with one’s bare hands. Still, my keen interest in the subject matter spurred me on. I’d never known much about ancient humans, at least not in a theological sense, but this fascinated me enough to urge me into turning another page.

Until rustling grass alerted me to a presence fast approaching. 

My stomach churned as I expected an awkward conversation with a random, so I raised my book further and hid behind the cover. 

“Hey,” said the tall shadow. 

That voice is familiar. I looked up to see Damien’s dark silhouette breaking the sun’s light. “Hi,” I said. 

Damien smiled. “Mind if I join you?” 

I nodded and cleared a space for him in front of me.

He set his backpack down next to mine and sat on the grass. Denim jeans, Nine Inch Nails on his shirt, black leather jacket and a pair of Doctor Martens. The mud on the soles of his shoes had dried up like mine. I wondered if his still smelt like the river, too. 

“About yesterday,” he said.

“Don’t mention it. You were right, I needed the rest.”

Damien smiled, though there was something knowing about his smile.

“How was going home in a rainbow colored shirt?” I joked.

“Oh, right, that—”

“Don’t worry, your clothes are safe and sound. Dry, last I checked.”

“Thanks.”

I shrugged. “I didn’t have to do much. Only, I slept like a log, so they may have shrunk.”

“Serious?” 

I flashed a grin. “Another joke!” I said, smiling. “Did you take a serious pill this morning?” 

Damien seemed to be a little on edge, and when he didn’t laugh at my joke my body flushed hot and cold in the same instant. Was something wrong? I didn’t know him well enough yet to make that observation but he’d always shown me a cool front. Still. I wondered.

“Look, can I be totally honest with you about something?” he asked.

I brushed stray copper strands of hair out of my face. “Sure, what is it?”

Damien paused, as if he had lost his trail of thought. “You’re wearing the bracelet?” he asked. The charms distracted him. I didn’t think that’s where his line of inquiry was headed. 

“Yeah,” I said, “Why do you ask?” 

“Nothing, it just caught my attention.” I was sure that was a lie but I didn’t question it. He ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “Yesterday, at the river, you felt something didn’t you?” 

“Yeah, like, I felt compelled. Like I had to be there, I had to dive into the river and pull this bracelet out of the water. I have no idea who it belongs to, but I’m thinking she could’ve been Wiccan.”

“A Wiccan? What makes you say that?”

“These stones are amber, amethyst, and rose quartz. They’re semi-precious, but they’ve got symbolic meanings. The amber and the amethyst help with emotional healing and getting rid of negative emotions and the rose quartz helps to balance someone out, especially if they’ve just gone through some emotional stress. I have a feeling the person who made this was dealing with some issues.”

Damien stared off into the tree line down the hill. 

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Did it freak you out?” he asked, facing me again.

“I’ve never felt anything like that in my entire life. It still freaks me out.”

“You’re Wiccan, though, right?” 

I nodded, proudly. There are more shocking religions in the world to associate with. Being Wiccan wasn’t out of the ordinary anymore, but admitting it to someone not of the Craft was risky; religious people were judgmental dicks in this day and age.

“I noticed the Triquetra around your neck and… you used the word Mabon in your notebook,” said Damien.

“So you know what a Triquetra is?” I asked, “More importantly, you recognized Mabon?”

Damien nodded. “The pendant is also called the trinity knot. Christians use it to represent the trinity of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. I may have thought you Christian, but when I saw Mabon in your book—and the many pentagrams you enjoy drawing—I knew you were Wiccan.”

“You’ve basically been spying on me,” I joked. 

“You sit next to me. It’s difficult not to notice what you’re doing.”

He found me interesting enough to notice, and not in a bad way. Beaming again. 

“And what religion do you hail to, if you don’t mind my asking?” I asked, resuming the conversation which had fallen into a silent but comfortable lull.

Damien smiled. “I’m Wiccan too.”

My eyebrow involuntarily arched. “Is that true?”

“Bide the Wiccan Law ye must, in perfect love, in perfect trust.”

My lips curled into a grin. “Go on,” I said, testing him.

“Eight words the Wiccan Rede fulfill: and ye harm none, do what ye will. What ye sends forth comes back to thee, and ever mind the rule of three—” 

“Follow this with mind and heart, and merry ye meet and merry ye part.” I felt obliged to finish the creed with him, our voices speaking in unison. “I’ve never met a non-Wiccan who knows our creed, so you must be the real deal.” 

“I’m not surprised. It’s pretty long.”

My heart revved into a steady but heavy lub-dub. The words Damien so perfectly said formed the Wiccan’s code of ethics. The creed can easily be found online, but the ability to call it on cue meant Damien was legit.

“So if you’re Wiccan too, where’s your Coven?” I asked.

Damien shook his head. “I don’t have a Coven right now, not here. To be honest I hadn’t thought about needing one before moving out here. I’m happy to do my own thing when I have to.”

“But that’s no fun, and it isn’t as the Goddess intended.”

He smiled again. “You couldn’t have said it better.”

“Why don’t you come round and meet my friend Eliza tonight? I have this bookstore on Rosella; we’ll all probably be there. You can meet them, maybe even join us?”

“You’re sure you and your friend would be okay with that?”

“She’ll be fine with it—just come hang out with us.”

“Alright,” he said, brushing one side of his hair over his ear.

“It’s the least I can do. Just promise me you won’t run off again,” I said, smirking.

Damien nodded and stood with a smile on his face. He seemed a little more relaxed, but he couldn’t fix his eyes on my face for some reason. Maybe he was just awkward like that; awkward like me. I stood with him and collected my things. 

“I have to go,” Damien said, “But I’ll come to the bookshop tonight. Is six okay?”

“Six is fine,” I said, smiling.

He disappeared down the stony path and into the mess of students who had also stuck around after class, chatting and laughing. What an enigma. Those hazel eyes of his could draw you in, refuse to let you leave, and even make you believe it was your idea to fall into them in the first place.

But I still wasn’t convinced: was he honey or quicksand?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHT

 

 

The long stroll from Raven’s Hall to the center of town by way of Briar Park had become my favorite walk. Raven’s Hall consumed more than a third of the park grounds, the rest of it was littered with benches, winding pathways, and small ponds full of aquatic wildlife. Going far enough into the park would take one to the banks of the Geordie. In the summer folks from all over would come in droves for a dip, but the summer was winding down now and the park had been reclaimed by its rightful rulers: lovers clad in warm clothes.

Back at the bookstore I met up with Eliza. She was a saint for taking on the responsibility all on her own. I needed to repay her somehow but I wasn’t sure how yet, so I convinced her to spend the afternoon at the shop with me so that we could spend some quality time.

“What are you going to do when I have the baby?” Eliza asked. 

We were taking care of the main window display. She would hand me this week’s hottest sales from out of a box and I’d place them on the display window. The job required more stretching than I would’ve liked to impose on her pregnant body so I had told her to leave it until I got in.

“I don’t know,” I said, “I was thinking I’d just replace you with some other, equally sexy assistant.” I glanced at Eliza when I realized she hadn’t yet placed a book in my waiting hand. “You okay?” I asked.

“You haven’t told me how your day was,” she said, arms folded.

“Oh, right, yeah, what is there to say? Things are going good.” 

“Just good? You’ve been ranting and raving about how excited you are to finally take the plunge into this whole school thing for weeks and it’s just good?”

“It’s only been a week, Eliza.”

“That might be so, but Jesus, you’ve been so quiet these days.” Eliza pouted. An urge to hug her came rushing over me, it was like seeing a mom on the brink of bursting into tears. I stepped off the ladder and brought myself to her level. “I’m sorry,” I said, claiming my hug. “Would it make you feel better if I told you there was a guy in my class?”

“Go on?” she said. Her eyes narrowed inquisitorially. 

“It was, like, the only fun thing to have come out of this whole thing. Well, besides the time I spent reading.”

“Really?” 

“Yeah,” I said. I grabbed a book and deftly clambered over the main display window to prop the hardcover into its proper place. “The lecturer bored me to death, and at first I thought this guy was staring at me like some kind of weirdo.”

“And just what was this pervert staring at?” Eliza asked, planting her hand on her hip. 

“No, no, it’s not like that,” I said, “He’s a Wiccan too.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, he recited the creed for me and everything. We just click on so many things. We sit next to each other in one of our classes, sometimes we see each other after.”

“And when will you be taking his last name?”

I laughed. “Shut up. I actually invited him here tonight.” 

“That’s not like you.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“I’m just saying. You normally aren’t that willing to let a guy in so quickly.”

“No, but this one’s different. And you and I have been talking about bringing a fourth into our Coven, haven’t we?”

She pursed her lips, thinking. “How hot is he?” she asked.

I slapped her arm in jest. “Elizabeth Green, you’re spoken for!”

“So? I’m not asking for me. You—Amber Lee—have a horrible taste in men.”

“I do not! I’m just selective.”

“Yeah, and you consistently select douchebags. Anyway, come here a second.” Eliza walked around the front desk, reached beneath the counter, and produced a book cover I’d been all too used to seeing lying around lately; Twenty Thousand Leagues. “Guess what I found in the back room last night.” she said. 

I picked the book up and examined it. “I put this book on the shelf twice.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, I did. Look.” I grabbed my phone from my pocket and flipped to the picture of the row of books on the shelves, Jules Verne sitting where I’d left him. 

“Do you think we have a ghost?” 

“I don’t know, but this book is moving around.” 

A sudden chime at the front door startled us both. A gust of wind slipped into the shop, brown autumn leaves following on its back. Damien stepped through and looked around until he saw us standing by the counter.

“Hi,” I said as he approached. 

“Hey,” Damien said. He had an awkward smile about his face, like someone who’d just walked into his parent’s bedroom. “Sorry, did I catch you at a bad time?” 

“No,” I said, placing the book on the counter book and shoving the strange incident to the back of my mind.

“Hey,” Eliza said. She was much more capable of keeping her cool than I was. “Eliza. Pleased to meet you.”

Damien and Eliza shook hands over the counter. “Likewise,” he said, “I’m Damien.”

“I heard. How’s everything at college?” she asked.

“Good. Busy, but fun.”

“Seems like a pretty involved course. Amber’s been busy all week too.”

“We don’t get a break. You have to know your material if you’re going to impress our professors.”

Eliza smiled and loaded her next question. I saw it coming but I was powerless to stop it; like a fly, helpless in the face of a swatter. “So, Amber tells me you’re a Wiccan?”

The smile on Damien’s lips soothed my nerves. “News travels fast,” he said.

“It does,” Eliza said, “She also tells me you want to join our Coven?”

“Really? Just like that?”

“We can’t afford to be picky in this town, Damien.” 

“Small towns,” Damien agreed.

Eliza twirled strings of black around her fingers and threw me a suggestive smile. You better snatch him up before I do, it said. And I knew she wasn’t kidding. Evan or not, pregnant or not, Eliza got what she wanted. 

“So, Damien,” I said, bringing him a stool, “You said you aren’t in a Coven right now. Did you have one in San Francisco?”  

“Thanks,” Damien said, sitting down. “I was in one, yeah. One of us, Mike, he owned a small boat. We’d take it out to a little island not too far from the shore and spend the entire night talking, calling the quarters, invoking the guardians.” 

“That sounds pretty neat.”

“We had a good time, but mostly we made sure to play things safe, kept our noses clean, helped people out. We all volunteered at homeless and animal shelters.”

“Wow, that’s admirable.”

“We didn’t do it for admiration, only to give back.”

I smiled. He just kept getting better and better. When was he going to sprout wings, horns, and drag me to hell kicking and screaming?

“How often would you meet your Coven?” Eliza asked. She sat down on her tall chair behind the counter.

“We were all good friends, so we met often. But for rituals… maybe about once a week?”

“Sounds like us,” I said.

“Weekly too, huh? Do you have a sacred place?” asked Damien.

“Well, it’s just the three of us so we tend to just meet in my attic. It’s a powerful place. Sacred to me, at least.”

“You should see it,” Eliza threw in, “I’m sure Amber wouldn’t mind giving you the tour.” 

Damien smiled. “I’ve already seen it.”

Eliza, caught completely off guard, shot me a look. “Have you now?” she asked, “Amber failed to mention that.”

“Oh, and would you like to know what I had for breakfast too?” I asked.

“Grapes and black coffee, because you’re out of milk.”

“A lucky guess,” I said, frowning.

“You single, Damien?” Eliza asked.

“I—” Damien started to say.

“—don’t answer that, Damien,” I said, interrupting, “We’ll have plenty of time to get to know each other another day.” I wanted to spare him the barrage of personal questions Eliza was about to put him through, so I grabbed his hand and nearly ripped him off the stool he was sat on. 

“Going somewhere?” Eliza asked, grinning.

“If you don’t mind closing, I was gonna take Damien to Joe’s down the street.”

“Sure, that sounds good,” said Damien. “If you have time, of course.”

Eliza agreed to close up, although I knew I would owe her a favor. 

After bidding our goodbyes and avoiding anymore of Eliza’s invasive questions, Damien and I stepped out into the crisp, cool air. We walked in silence down the street toward the glittering neon sign above Joe’s tiny food place. Occasionally we’d steal glances, but they were nothing more than just casual looks between friends. At least that’s what I told myself. But that’s how it all starts, though, right?

Amber, what are you getting into?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINE

 

 

Joe’s Hamburgerria—a pizza place that also served hamburgers—wouldn’t ever win any points for style. Plain white walls, uncomfortable chairs, and wooden tables so wobbly the slightest tip would send your drink into your neighbor’s table were among the penny-wise choices made by the owners to focus on what they thought bore more importance; quality ingredients. The place was packed with kids, parents, and even law enforcement agents. I saw the Sheriff and his deputy enjoying a sit-in meal in the corner.

“Try the Chicago BBQ Gut-Buster,” I said, tapping at a picture of what appeared to be a greasy, cheesy, barbecue sauce laden heart attack. “It’s good.” 

“I do love a good burger,” Damien said, “What are you having?” 

“I’m not sure. They do a mean green salad here.”

Damien peeled his eyes away from the menu and stabbed me with them. 

“Seriously? Do I look like that kind of girl?” I said.

“I wasn’t judging.”

“A girl doesn’t come here for the salads, okay? She comes here to get fed. With a capital F.”

We smiled at each other, and for a moment I could swear we clicked. The connection couldn’t have been more evident if someone had pressed a gun to the back of my head and pulled back the hammer. But our moment ended when Joe entered the scene, his presence sending the click scurrying into the woods like a startled deer. If Joe, a middle-aged, pot-bellied sack of joy and warmth, had been anyone else I would’ve killed him where he stood.

“Hey Amber,” he said.

“Hey Joe, I’m not sure what I’m having yet.”

“As always.” Joe smirked. “And you?” he asked Damien. 

“I think I’ll go for the Chicago BBQ.”

“Chicago, got it. And you’ll probably have a tuna and black olive small once you’ve spent about fifteen minutes eyeing the menu.”

“You put pictures of the food on it, Joe. You know how hard that is to deal with?”

Joe joked about my indecisiveness, took our drinks order, and removed himself from our table along with the menus. His presence soon got replaced by sizzling frying pans, clinking pots and plates and indecipherable chatter from all angles.

“Tuna and black olive small?” Damien asked.

“A pizza,” I said. 

“An odd pizza.” 

“I thought you said you didn’t judge.” 

“Well, yeah, but—” 

“Don’t knock it till you try it, alright?”

“Alright I won’t. You come here often?”

“Oh yeah, it’s the only decent place to eat around here.”

“Doesn’t look like much, though, does it?” 

“No, but they’re nice here and the food’s great. Anyway, what’d you think about Eliza?”

“She’s cool.” Damien ran his hands through his hair and pushed it over his head. “She reminds me of someone I knew back in San Fran. How long have you known her?”

“A while. We met by pure coincidence, actually. It was fate,” I said, remembering, smiling.

“Yeah, you guys seemed pretty close.”

“Understatement of the year. So, tell me more about your Coven,” I said.

“Actually, I thought maybe I’d ask you about yours.” 

“Mine?” 

“I’m going to be joining maybe, right? Assuming I pass this interview. That’s what you’re doing isn’t it?” 

“I am not interviewing you.” 

“So then why am I nervous?” 

“I don’t know. Stop being nervous.” Here I was telling him to stop being nervous and yet I couldn’t wipe the stupid smile from off my face. Hypocrisy at its best! But Damien’s smile was infectious; what could I do? 

“You were saying?” he asked.

“My Coven, right,” I said, “Evan—oh, sorry, by the way, he was supposed to be there but he had to work.” 

“That’s okay.” 

“Right, so, Evan and Eliza are more into the spiritual side of things, you know, meditation and offerings to the Goddess and that. I wouldn’t be in their circle if I hadn’t met Eliza.”

“They were a Coven before you?”

Our drinks arrived. Two diet cokes in tall glasses with little bits of ice clinking close to the surface. We thanked the waiter and he went off.

“I wouldn’t call them a Coven necessarily,” I said, “They were just both Wiccans together. We weren’t a Coven until I joined, I don’t think. That’s what Eliza says.”

“How long ago was that?” 

“About three and a half years, just after I graduated college”

Damien sipped his drink. Immediately I became drawn to the way his lips enveloped the tip of the straw. What the hell? You’re staring. Stop staring!

“Most Witches,” Damien said, “Know what they want out of the Craft.”

“Oh?” I asked, tilting my head to the side.

“If I were to tell you all Witches had a calling, would you agree?” 

I searched within myself, and nodded.

“What do you think your calling is?” he asked.

“Knowledge, I guess. I feel like I’ve still got so much to learn but I’ve no idea where to start.” 

“Have you ever dabbled in real Magick?”

“Real Magick?”

An unwelcomed chill ran down my spine, like a hand made up of spiders marching over my skin. I craned my neck around and immediately wished I hadn’t. Five jocks in total, all loud, obnoxious, and full of macho bravado entered the restaurant like they owned the place. Joe tolerated them because they were good for business, but the ruckus they caused annoyed the hell out of other customers. 

“Check it out,” Aaron, the tallest—fittest—jock said. “It’s the freak with her new gimp.” 

I went to high school with him, and from the way he just spoke you would be forgiven for believing he was still in high school. Aaron pretty much shouldered the entire high school football team by himself. He was their rock. Back then he had pretty blue eyes, a conventionally hot body, and a carefully maintained dirty blond mane which fell to his shoulders; a look that remained even today, though he kept his hair shorter now. Aaron was also, however, a complete, full-of-himself, jackass; all that had changed since high school was the length of his hair. 

I rolled my eyes and paid no attention as they chuckled and walked past our table. Years of enduring the title of freak forced me to learn how to let the slings and arrows roll off me like water off a duck’s back, but Damien hadn’t quite developed the immunity I’d built to such treatment.

“How’s it going, freak?” Aaron asked as he hovered over my table. It was clear that he was trying to get a rise out of me, but it wouldn’t work.

“Let me see,” I said, not looking at him, “Tonight is Wednesday so I’m carbing up before I pay a visit to your girlfriend. She tells me I’m bigger, but I don’t think I know what she means.”  

“Must be hard to be a freak and a lesbian, huh?” he said into my ear. I wanted to bite his lip off!

“Hey!” The Sheriff stood and closed in on Aaron. I likened the scene to a freight train hurtling toward a crook caught in the tracks—divine justice. “How about you leave the young lady alone and act your age?” 

“Sorry officer, we’re friends—I’m just teasing.”

“Friends?” the Sheriff asked, raising an eyebrow toward me. The man towered above everyone else and commanded the room.

“I don’t know what he’s talking about,” I said, grinning, “I don’t socialize with half-wits and inbreeds.”

“Sit down and eat,” said the Sheriff, “I’ve been hearing you use the word freak since you were fifteen years old, and if I hear the word one more time so help me God I will kick your ass.” 

I’m sure everyone in the room understood the seriousness in the Sheriff’s voice, but the snickering was instant. Aaron clenched his jaw. He nodded and rejoined his pack on the other side of the room, away from us.

“Sorry about that,” I said to Damien.

“You don’t have anything to be sorry about,” Damien said, sipping his diet coke to avoid looking like he wanted to kill someone. “Did something happen with you two for him to act like that?”

“I dated his best friend. We broke up pretty badly a while ago, but I don’t really want to talk about it.”

I glanced at Aaron and caught him looking back, but he immediately averted his eyes. Joe, carrying two large plates, broke the awkwardness at our table with his jolly presence. Before me he laid a large round slab with the tastiest looking pizza I ever saw. My mouth watered. Damien didn’t expect such a large helping of fries to come with a burger which already looked big enough to feed the State. 

“Enjoy,” said Joe, “Let me know if you guys need anything else. And, uh, don’t pay no mind to that boy, alright?”

I nodded and sent Joe back to the kitchen with a smile and a wave. I had more important things on my mind, like the dilemma between wolfing down a slice of pizza—my first real meal of the day—and trying to be ladylike. But the decision didn’t linger in my mind. In a few moments my fingers were dripping with delicious tomato sauce, and any semblance of manners flew out the window.

“Good?” Damien asked, lathering a French fry in barbecue sauce and eating it.

I swallowed. “Good. Food’s always really good here.” I wiped the side of my mouth with a paper towel. “So, why’d you leave San Francisco? Don’t like big cities?”

“I heard this school was good.”

“It is. I think you made a good choice. How’d your girlfriend take it?”

“How did you know I had a girlfriend?”

“Just a hunch,” I said, smiling.

“We’re trying to work things out. Long distance relationships are always tough and we’ve never gone through something like this before, but so far it’s working out.” 

“Good for you.” 

Of course he was in a relationship. There was the catch.

When we finished our meal we ordered a few cupcakes Joe’s wife had made for the restaurant and split the bill. Aaron and his group wouldn’t normally let me go without throwing another comment my way, but the Sheriff’s presence served as a blocker for any abuse they were thinking of hurling at me. Rain doesn’t bother me, but having an umbrella beats getting wet any day of the week. 

Damien and I walked to the end of the street together where he had parked his car. 

“Do you need a ride?” he asked.

“No, I’m used to walking.”

“Are you sure?”

“It’s fine,” I said, smiling.

“Well, before you go,” he said, “I’ve got something I think you should read.”

Damien handed me a small, black book with nothing written into the spine or the cover, only a five pointed pentacle decorated with symbols I thought were familiar but couldn’t identify. I opened the book to the first page. The pages were thick parchment and the ink seemed to have come from a feather quill or a fountain pen rather than a computer.

“The True Witch,” I said.

“It’s good, and I think everything that’s happened in your life until now will make a lot more sense once you’ve read it.”

“Well with a tag line like that I don’t see how I wouldn’t read this book.” 

Damien smiled. 

“Thanks, Damien,” I said. “So, I’ll see you in class?”

“Not if I see you under the sycamore first.”

I blushed and paused for a moment. There we were, on a street corner, both well fed and flushed from the warmth of the restaurant, happy with the conversation we had shared. Oh crap, had I stumbled into a date? Was he expecting a… kiss now? Yes he was. Wasn’t he? What was that written on his face? 

His awkward face. 

But… wait, no. He had a girlfriend. This wasn’t a date. Shit! How could I have thought this was a date?

“Okay, so… I’ll see ya,” he said, and then he turned around and walked off.

“Wow,” I said to myself once he was out of earshot. “That could have gone better, now couldn’t it?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TEN

 

 

I was right to hurry home. The steadily growing hiss of rain falling on trees and cars followed me down the street, erupting into a full on roar just as I stepped into my house. I shook the drizzle out of my hair and settled at the kitchen table with a diet coke, a cupcake and The True Witch—the book Damien had just given me.

The book was handwritten and intimate. I likened it to a Book of Shadows—a collection of a Wiccan’s research, spells, and impressions—but the content suggested the book contained fewer spells and more historical and theological knowledge about a world I never realized existed. 

“To be human is to be divine,” read the book, “All of humanity is gifted with the spark of Magick, a special connection to the central power which created the universe and everything within it. These Currents of Magick, named so by the way in which they act—pushing and pulling, waning and waxing—are all but invisible, but much like air, the Currents exist. The Currents are mysterious and uncaring, likened by many to a vast black ocean shrouded under a mantle of perpetual fog. 

Though humans are divine they cannot perceive the Currents, but they feel its effects. They are lost ships with no means of propulsion, given away to the whims of a force they cannot understand. A trained Witch, however, is a beacon in the dark capable of not only navigating these unforgiving Currents, but also manipulating the way they flow and affect our universe.

Make no mistake. Magick is inherited by blood. As a Witch, you have what humans do not; the privilege and the burden of Magick. Through learning you will unlock the secrets only we know. I impart to you, dear reader, what I have learned so that you may make the world a better place for all.”

Magick is inherited by blood. 

The words struck me hard. 

Inherited by blood. 

I always thought my parents were totally ordinary and not at all interested in paganism, but when I got into Wicca my mom showed me she’d been Wiccan her whole life. My dad still didn’t much care about Religion but my mom had to hide her practices from him all the same. I never understood why and I never questioned it. Maybe I should have.

When my folks moved out my mom left most of her trinkets and books behind up in the attic. A quick swish of a knife and a little unboxing revealed treasure troves filled with books I’d never read, crystal balls, wands, dream catchers, and semi-precious gems. I’d never opened the boxes because they weren’t my things. There’s a Wiccan tradition where you use things you’re given—like decks of cards, runes, and all that kind of stuff. All of these things my mom had kept in the boxes up in the attic, but I didn’t think I could use any of them because she hadn’t given them to me.

I felt like a kid discovering presents under the tree only to learn they weren’t his. 

A car rolling into my drive stole my attention. I checked the time and opened the front door, anticipating my visitor’s arrival.

“What’s up, freak?” Aaron asked.

I stepped aside and hurried him in. “Do you really have to call me that in public?”

“I thought you liked people not knowing about us.”

“I do, but you don’t have to make a fucking show out of me in front of your friends.”

“C’mon, it’s only to keep up appearances. You encouraged we act normal around each other in public.”

A fucking hello is normal. Sweltering heat rose to my cheeks. I shoved my hands on my hips and shot him a look. “I don’t like it, okay? You embarrassed me in front of my friend.” 

“You’re one to talk about embarrassing. That Sheriff nearly tore me a new one because of what happened, and the guys will be joking about that girlfriend thing for ages even if I don’t actually have one. Think I’m happy about that?”

“Well it serves you right. You should know better than to go over the top when I’ve got company.”

Aaron bit his tongue. He wanted to say more, but he also wanted what he came for. His jaw clenched while he decided what to do. Then he advanced on me and took my slender waist in his arms, pulling me to him with such force he left me gasping. Before I could catch my breath he had pressed his lips against mine and we were locked into a deep kiss.

Aaron was my guilty pleasure. I keep telling myself that I didn’t like alpha males but after all those years wasted on Kyle and now finding myself in this situation with Aaron I see inside of me a girl still yearning for bad boys. 

It all happened pretty suddenly. One night, after I broke up with Kyle, Aaron came to my place looking for him. He’d heard Kyle skipped town and demanded to know why I’d broken up with him in the first place. They were best friends. I explained my reasons, although Aaron defended his friend’s unfaithfulness tooth and nail. We fought for hours, then ripped each other’s clothes off and spent the entire night taking our frustrations out on our bodies. I’d already hurt Kyle greatly before fucking his best friend—over and over again—but I didn’t care. If hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, imagine how vicious a Witch can be. 

 “Beer?” I asked, peeling myself off him and smiling. 

“Only if you’re having one too,” he said, following me into the kitchen.

I opened the fridge and handed him a bottle of Budweiser. We clinked bottles and each took a swig.

“How’ve you been?” I asked.

“Stressed. This week can go and fuck itself.”

I nodded. “Yup, it’s been pretty hectic for me too.”

“All I’ve wanted to do all week is come and see you.” 

He wanted to come and see me. I had the power. This is what I liked about him. About this. “Me huh?” I asked, “Well you better cut it out with that freak business, or else.”

“Hey, you got a dig in there too. Hit me square in the heart.”

“Oh please, your type don’t have hearts—only another pair of balls.”

Aaron laughed and spent a moment checking me out.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing. You just look like a badass school girl.”

“You like it?” I asked. “What do you like in particular?” 

His face twisted into a wolf-like grin. “Turn around.”

I turned around and placed my hands on the kitchen counter. The gentle arch of my back caused my tartan skirt to ride up to the point where my bum peeked out from beneath the hem. 

Aarons’ dark silhouette came into view in the kitchen window in front of me. In the dim light I could only make out his nose, lips and teeth. I wiggled my hips for him, knowing how much it excited him, and smiled. His hand caressed the curve of my backside and came down on it like a paddle. A yelp escaped my lips at the sting and prickling numbness that followed.

He lifted my skirt all the way up and took in the sight. I swear I caught him licking his lips. Then he peeled down my lacy black panties to about my thighs, spread my legs, grabbed a fistful of my hair and pushed my chest further against the counter. I closed my eyes and gripped onto the faucet with both hands, surrendering myself to him.

SLAP. 

Electric fire rushed through me, exciting my sensitive areas. I smiled to myself. Then another spank came down on me, again on the same spot, the sting trailed by a million tiny kisses that nearly took my breath away. I gasped with the third slap on my other cheek. 

That’s enough. 

I turned around and we locked eyes. He advanced, pinning me against the kitchen counter with his chest. He took me in his arms and lifted me. I wriggled out of my panties and found his lips with mine, throwing myself onto him, allowing him into me—letting him have me so that I could have him.

He was a jerk, no one denied the fact. Alpha males are usually pretty rough, and he wasn’t an exception to the rule. But Gods if I didn’t love the attention I got from him. Both Aaron and Kyle couldn’t wait for me to turn my back, but Aaron always made sure to be standing right behind me instead of sneaking around with other girls. I endured because Aaron was possibly the best fuck I’d ever had; and I’d never do any better. Besides, he was there. He was someone I got to enjoy as much as I wanted, whenever I wanted. 

When we finished, I lowered my skirt, grabbed my sweater, and pulled it on without bothering to find my underwear. Aaron, likewise, put his clothes on and, grinning at me from over his shoulder, cheekily finished his beer. He didn’t wash his face or hands, didn’t clean up after himself. He knew I liked him rough and dirty, and now he got to go home smelling like me. 

“Enjoyed that?” I asked from the other side of the kitchen, completely out of breath. 

“You’re worth the wait,” said Aaron. 

I sipped my beer. “I should hope so.”

“I’m already looking forward to the next time you’re free.” 

“We’ll see about that. Maybe I’ll text you tomorrow.”

“I can’t wait.”

“Alright, well, you better get the fuck out of here before someone sees your car in my drive.”

“We wouldn’t want that, would we?” he said. Aaron took another cupcake and came toward me. For a moment I thought he was about to present the treat to me in a gesture of kindness I almost dreaded to receive, but instead he gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Catch ya later, freak,” he said before leaving with the cupcake in his hand. 

I sighed loudly, undressed again, and let myself melt under the warm, steamy jets of water pouring out of my shower head. Aaron always had a knack for being available when I needed him the most, and I needed him tonight. He was a good way to get Damien out of my system.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER ELEVEN

 

 

A few days of relative normalcy passed after that night with Aaron. Business at the bookstore went on as it always had done, college work kept my mind busy during on and off hours, and Evan, Eliza and I even made plans to head up to his family’s cabin on the weekend. Religion and Mythology kicked into high gear with essays, required reading. Infinitely long discussions about modern religion versus ancient religions, the Vatican, popes, and even an in-depth peer into Judaism happened during a single lecture! 

I couldn’t have been happier in class. 

But Damien wasn’t there, and I desperately wanted to invite him to the cabin with us. We were going to celebrate the Wiccan holiday of Mabon which was a type of Wiccan Thanksgiving, and there was of course the matter of the True Witch I wanted to talk to him about. And he had pulled a Harry Houdini on me for no apparent reason at all. 

It was Friday, after my last lecture, that I spied Damien in the hall. I zeroed in on him like a torpedo and tapped him on the shoulder.

“Hey stranger,” I said, smiling. 

Damien turned and smiled. “Hey.”

“Finally caught you! I’ve been wanting to speak to you since the other day.”

“Me too.” 

“Yeah I—wait, you too?”

The hall filled with the sounds of other students passing by us, but I could hear him just fine. “I have something to show you if you have a second,” he said.

“Now?”

“Yeah, if you can? Seems like we’re both free.”

“Sure, why not?”

We walked off campus and down the winding stone paths twisting through Briar Park, toward the riverbank. All was quiet save for the birds and the gentle sighing of the trees. Low, white clouds blanketed the sky and a thin layer of mist meandered its way along the Geordie in the distance. Serene. Quiet. Haunting.

“Are you okay?” Damien asked.

“Yeah, why?”

“That mark on your neck. Looks like a nasty bruise.”

I flashed back to Aaron biting into my neck. At the time it hurt so good I didn’t care, but the bruise that remained was purple, yellow and nasty.

“This? It’s nothing. I’m a klutz sometimes. I finished that book you gave me,” I said, unceremoniously changing the subject.

“Wow, really? That was fast.”

“I love to read.”

“What did you think?”

“A little unbelievable, if I’m honest.”

“Oh? In what way?” 

“Well, for starters, I don’t believe that the Wiccan religion is a diluted form of the truth about real Magick.”

“And why not?”

“Because Wicca is…” I found myself stuck. I didn’t have an answer for him.

Damien simply smiled. “I know it’s a hard pill to swallow, but it’s the truth.”

“And if it’s the truth, how is it that you’re still Wiccan and not whatever this religion is?”

“I’m both.” 

We arrived at the calm riverbank. Its waters gently lapped against stone and logs while frogs croaked unseen in the undergrowth and an owl sang its song up above. 

“What do you think of this place?” Damien asked.

“I didn’t really want to come back to this part of the river, not after what happened the other day.” 

“I know, but you have to trust me. Close your eyes,” he said. 

I did as Damien said and exhaled. “Okay, now what?”

“What do you hear?”

I considered my answer. “Birds. Water. Wind. Frogs.”

“Concentrate on the sounds. Don’t just hear them, listen to them.”

“What am I listening for?”

“Whatever you can hear.”

If Damien was trying to teach me something, I wasn’t getting it. “I can’t hear anything,” I said. “I feel kinda stupid.”

“Don’t. It’s only me here. Trust me. Try again.”

I closed my eyes tight, hoping that would help, and allowed myself to relax. Remembering the words in The True Witch, I imagined myself floating on a black sea, surrounded by fog. The waters were quiet. I was sitting on a small dinghy with an oar and a lantern, gentle waves licking the sides of my boat. The smell of salt hung in the air.

Peering over the side of the craft, clearing the mist with my hand, I spied my reflection in the black water. My heart began to race. The reflection twisted and contorted with the ripples caused by the boat. I graced the surface of the water with my fingertips, against my better judgment, and the image looking back at me suddenly wasn’t my own. Something didn’t feel right. 

“Hello?” I asked. The mist swallowed my voice. Seconds later, as if delayed, my echo returned. I pulled my arm away from the water but a cold, clammy hand grabbed me and pulled me out of the boat and head first into the freezing ocean. 

The current beneath the surface was impossibly violent. I was thrown around like a rag doll as if caught in the jaws of a powerful and thrashing beast, completely unable to control myself. When I opened my eyes I was on the ground, on my back, and Damien was holding my neck up. My body was shaking.

“Amber,” he said, “Are you okay?” 

I nodded and calmed my breathing. “I’m feeling déjà vu.” 

“That’s because we’ve done this before.”

“What the fuck was that?”

“You went into a trance.”

I blinked to accommodate regular light. “You could’ve warned me.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know you would go into a trance. This doesn’t happen to new Witches.”

I sat up. “Who said I was new?” My whole chest tightened, like I’d been struggling for air that wouldn’t fill my lungs.

“What did you see?” Damien asked.

I thought about it and checked my body to make sure I wasn’t wet—again. Luckily no, I was perfectly dry. “I felt the Currents,” I said, “Almost exactly as it described in the book you gave me; the black ocean and the mist.”

Damien nodded. “So then you used the meditation technique in the book?”

“I didn’t know that’s what I was doing. I… may have skimmed over that part.”

“You should read it again. It’ll tell you how to concentrate fully so that you can control the Currents, so they won’t sweep you away.”

I shook my head. “But then… that can’t be right. If that’s true, then everything in the book is true and I’m a… true Witch.”

Damien remained quiet, staring into my eyes. I caught my reflection in them and saw myself the way he saw me; a messy haired weirdo.

“I’m sorry, I sound crazy,” I said.

“How can you sound crazy when I’m the one who gave you the book?”

“I don’t know, Damien. How is this possible? You just came into my life and all of a sudden I’m a Witch?”

“You’ve been a Witch all along, you just didn’t know it. I’m here to help you.”

“Did… someone send you?”

“No,” Damien said, helping me to my feet. “I could sense you. You carry your powers with you. The world changes around you just because of what you are.”

I thought about the books moving around in the bookstore and started to question whether a ghost was to blame at all or if Damien was right, and I was causing all that… somehow. That maybe the disappearing and moving around of books was just a side-effect of my being a Witch.

“Tell me this is all real,” I said, glancing up at Damien from my lowered head. “And I’ll believe you.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Amber. This is real.”

My lips curled into a wicked smile. Then I’m a True Witch. 

“Are you busy this weekend?” I asked.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWELVE

 

 

Damien didn’t have plans, which was lucky considering I’d asked him point blank to come and spend his entire weekend at the cabin with the rest of us. He’d already thought to celebrate Mabon on his own, so why not celebrate the holiday among new friends? I headed to the bookshop after my encounter with Damien to relay the news to Eliza; although I wondered how in the hell I would be able to contain my excitement. Damien told me to keep quiet about the Witch thing, for all of our sakes, and I wasn’t about to go against his advice.

It seemed pretty sound. 

“So he’s coming?” Eliza asked. 

“Yeah,” I said, stuffing fresh candles I had just bought into my backpack. “I spoke to him today. We’ve been so busy I didn’t think I’d get a chance to talk to him about it.”

“Or you were avoiding him?”

“Oh, I was not.” I said.

Eliza grinned. “You know what happens at cabins, right?” 

“Stupid people screw and get killed by marauding men with hooks for hands?”

“It’s a cabin in the middle of the woods, no one around for miles, and it’s not like you’re in a relationship.” 

“That’s not happening. And I swear, you guys better keep the sex down this time. I’ve gotten used to being the third wheel but we have company.”

“What do you think Wiccans do out in nature on holidays? I swear, sometimes I don’t think you know your own people.”

“Forgive me if I’m wrong, but this is the Autumn Equinox. It’s about harvests and giving thanks, not about fucking your boyfriend.”

“I have a lot to be thankful for,” said Eliza, gently rubbing her belly.

I smiled and sighed. “I want to impress him, okay?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll behave.”

Eliza grabbed the keys to the bookshop, closed the register, and swung her backpack over her shoulder. She held a book in her hand I didn’t recognize; it was old, brown, and a little dusty.

“I’ll bite,” I said, when she didn’t mention it. “What’s that?”

“What’s what?” she asked.

“The book.”

“Oh this?” Eliza’s playful tone emerged. I was in for it. “I’ll tell you what this is when you admit that you’re in to Damien.” 

I froze at the front door and shot Eliza a look. “Who said I was in to Damien?” I asked, with added quotations.

“It’s written all over your lovely pale face. I don’t have to be Sherlock Holmes to figure that one out, sweetheart.”

I laughed. “You’re so far from the truth, you don’t even know.”

“Didn’t you yourself say you wanted to impress him with our ritual this weekend? Show him what a hot little witch you are?”

“Yeah, impress him, not fuck him!” 

A sly smirk swept across Eliza’s lips but she didn’t press the subject. “Alright, c’mon you. Let’s get out of here.”

We left the shop and made a stop at Eliza’s place. All the while, waiting in the car, fumbling around blindly on Instagram, a steady knot began to tighten deep within me. This week had been a strange one to say the least and to top it all off my last encounter with Damien left me wanting. Whether I wanted more of him or more of what he offered remained a mystery, but those fifteen minutes I spent in Eliza’s car were the longest of my life. What if Eliza was right about me and Damien?

What if I really did like him? I felt so infantile but I couldn’t help it. Damien was everything I had wanted in a guy. Patient, understanding, and open-minded. Guys like those came one in a million, and one of them had come right for me as if the Gods themselves had sent him. 

And who was I to deny the Gods?

Damien lived in a student apartment downtown, in the Raven Crest district. This part of town was the hub of all things government, authoritative, and tourist. From hotels, to parks, to city hall, Raven Crest was the literal beating heart of the city. A train station sat comfortably at the center of this heart of commercialism, acting as the artery delivering the lifeblood to the town. I didn’t normally have to come here on a daily basis, but Briar Park was a short walk away, so it made sense that the university had its student housing here.

We only had to circle the block once. I thought maybe I’d written the address down wrongly, but we caught him on the second pass standing just outside Mama Lulu’s bakery wearing a black hoody and a backpack slung over his shoulder. He smiled as the car slowed to a halt and then slid into the back seat.

“I thought we got the wrong address,” I said, smiling into the rearview. “Hope you weren’t waiting long?” 

“No,” Damien said, “Actually I was in the bakery getting something for us.”

“For us?” Eliza asked, her eyes joining mine in the rearview. “What’ve you got for us, Damien?” 

“You’ll have to wait before I let you get your hands it,” Damien said, suggestively. 

“Eliza, um, could you drive?” I asked. 

She grinned, but the car pulled onto the road and started on its journey out of town. Streetlights gave way to trees fairly quickly. I turned on the audio, cranked some Nirvana, and we were underway. I didn’t even have to ask him if he would like a little grunge. He had the look.

“So, have you ever celebrated Mabon with a Coven?” I asked. 

“No,” Damien said, “It wasn’t a big celebration for us down in San Francisco.”

“I get that. It’s a harvest festival.”

“Yeah, it isn’t that widely celebrated anymore,” Eliza put in.

“That’s a shame,” I said, “I think it’s such a beautiful time of year. When greens move aside to allow browns and yellows to show their colors, the last chance to bring in a good harvest; a time where we give thanks for the things we’ve got.”

“And a chance for a road trip,” Eliza added.

“We basically love to take road trips,” I said, “You’ll learn that about us.”

“That’s cool. I never used to get out of San Francisco very much. This is pretty fun.”

“Right? A Coven of Witches out in nature. What could be more primal?”

I wanted to bring up our encounter at the river, but I had to pinch myself to stop the words from leaving my lips. I couldn’t talk about it in front of Eliza, and keeping this from her stung like a betrayal. Every once in a while I’d take a glance at the side mirror and catch Damien’s face in the reflection. 

Sometimes I caught him looking back. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

 

 

Despite Damien’s presence looming over my shoulder the entire ride, the drive up was as peaceful as ever. Raven’s Glen lived on the upper side of California and didn’t seem to share the same climate as the rest of the State. Temperature fell as we ventured further into the woods, skirting the Nevada and California State lines. Faint beams of sunlight courageously broke through low-hanging clouds to only barely make it through the trees, and the air filling the car was so fresh you could taste the wet leaves. 

Ah, nature.

The Carlson family vacation home stuck out from the surrounding forest with its tall white walls, brown roof, and pastoral design. Evan had explained a while back that some fifty or sixty years ago a family friend built the house by hand using only the pines from the surrounding forest. When he died, Evan’s parents bought it out and decided to use it as a vacation home. 

The entire area had a kind of rural feel a Coven of Witches would truly enjoy. Ironic considering Evan’s family held strong Christian values and damn near shunned their son when they discovered his belief system had changed. He may as well have come out as gay; the way Evan tells it, their response would probably have been the same. 

I never questioned how, then, Evan managed to snag the keys to the place, but I suspected pleading, forgery, or possibly a little bit of both. Most likely forgery, though.  

We arrived just before dark. The building was a little on the grey side, but it stood tall and proud amidst the pine stumps that never seemed to have grown back; like a lumberjack happy with his work. Untamed green vines crawled up the walls, strangling windowpanes and pipes, as flying bugs of all shapes and sizes fluttered about. But despite the greenery outside, a breath of stale air came rushing out to greet us when I opened the door.  

Walking into the quiet, dusty house for the first time since my last visit felt like something out of a horror movie. There wasn’t any fear, but the house was dark and gloomy, smelt oddly of old man’s cologne, and didn’t seem to have known sunlight in some time. Someone should crack a window, I thought as I stepped through the door and made my way toward the kitchen.

“You need any help with that?” Damien asked.

“No, I’m fine thanks,” I lied. Carrying a paper bag filled with cans, fruits, and tortilla wraps—all which seemed to like moving about—wasn’t the easiest thing to do, but I wasn’t about to look ungraceful. “What do you think of the place?” I asked.

“I love it; never been in a house quite like this one before.”

“It’s got a homely kind of feel. I could see myself living in a place like this.”

“Really? I don’t think I could.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“Cellphone coverage, internet, coffee? Wouldn’t you miss all that?”

“I don’t think I would. It’s like, I—” 

Just as I was about to argue Damien’s point a can slipped out of a hole in the bag and the remaining contents followed. Cans and fruits spilled out and scattered like rats hurrying to get as far away from me as possible as quickly as they could. 

“Awh, c’mon!” I said, dropping the ruined bag and placing my hands on my hips, defeated. 

Damien cocked an eyebrow and glanced at my red face. The smirk on his lips disarmed me in an instant. 

“What?” I asked.

“I asked if you wanted help.”

I smiled, turned my face away and laughed at myself. “Yeah, you did. Smartass.” 

Smartass or no, like a true gentleman, Damien helped me pick up the mess. What a clumsy idiot! There I was trying to impress him and not two minutes into the house I make an ass out of myself. Luckily Damien didn’t much seem to care about my blunder. In fact, I got the impression he enjoyed helping me with the groceries.

It was nice to know that gallantry wasn’t dead in some people.

Damien and I unpacked in the spacious, yet totally unused kitchen. The walls were cream going on brown, the stoves looked fifty years old, and the butane tank would need changing before we could get any hot water. 

“How often do Evan’s parents use this place?” asked Damien.

“Not very,” I said, leaning against a kitchen counter with a bottle of water to my lips, “Maybe three, four times a year? They spend a week here when they come, then leave.”

“Looks like it,” Damien said, running his fingers over a dusty counter. 

“Yeah, I don’t think they cook much here either.” 

“Don’t… cook? So how do they eat?” 

“I don’t know. Osmosis? But this kitchen doesn’t look like it’s been cleaned or used in years.” 

“Listen, about the ri—” Damien was about to say, but Eliza swept into the kitchen and Damien shut up. My heart skipped into my throat at the close call, beating hard and fast. 

“Hey, you two,” Eliza said, grabbing a bottle of water from the table. 

“Hey,” I replied, “We should’ve closed up earlier. I’d have loved a few more hours here.”

“We should’ve planted crops in advance too but that’s okay,” said Eliza, “We’ll just keep to the rule of not using electronics tomorrow.”

“We didn’t plant crops?” I asked.

“Nope. We’ve all been busy. Evan with work, you with class, me with the bookstore. No biggie.”

A little piece of me deflated, but I couldn’t blame anyone. Coming up to plant crops had slipped my mind too so I’d have been a hypocrite to get all worked up about it. I truly enjoyed harvesting the crops last year when we came up for Mabon, even took a gardening course to make sure I was doing things properly. Damn. 

“How do you like the place, Damien?” Eliza asked.

“I was just telling Amber how amazing the house is. I’ve never been in a place like this before.”

“Well you’re in for a treat,” she said, sipping the bottle of water, “Because it’s haunted.”

Oh here we go, I thought.

“Haunted?” Damien asked, cocking an eyebrow. 

“Legend has it there was a little boy that used to live here,” Eliza said, wearing her best scary story face. It was convincing, too. She did this thing with her eyes where she widened and narrowed them at the same time. Made her look deranged! “He was six,” she continued, “And his name was Jimmy. 

“Eliza, cut it out,” I said.

“Excuse me? I’m telling a story here—hush. Anyway, Jimmy liked to play out in the back yard, with the crops and the trees. His parents would let him wander around in the orchard and play with his toys, dig in the dirt, and pick ripe fruits. From the kitchen his parents would hear the conversations he’d have with his toys and the trees, the stories he’d come up with, kid’s things—you know? So one day, while Jimmy was telling stories, his mom heard two voices in the backyard; a deep, raspy voice to accompany her son’s. When she went to check on him, Jimmy was gone.”

Damien glanced at me, then back at Eliza. “Did they ever find him?” he asked.

“Nope. But if you listen hard enough, you can still hear Jimmy talking outside sometimes.”

“You’re making this up,” I said, “And Damien isn’t that gullible.”

“I swear I’m not!” Eliza said, raising her hand to her heart.

“Then why have I never heard this story before?” 

“Because, silly.” Eliza flipped her hair over her shoulder, smiled, threw me some crazy eyes, and said “You never asked.”

Eliza left me wondering whether what she’d just said was true or a farce she’d cooked up to creep us out, but you know, this was Eliza’s modus operandi. She liked playing games and making it look like she was being serious. 

“But... Damien didn’t ask either!” I said as she walked out, but she didn’t reply. When I turned to face Damien I caught him glancing out of the kitchen window. Oh Gods. “You don’t really believe her, do you?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” Damien turned to me and smiled. “I do like a good ghost story, though,” he said in a smoky voice. I took a deep breath and smiled. I didn’t understand why he suddenly dropped his voice an octave or so just then, but I didn’t much care. The tingles that followed weren’t to be questioned.

“Let’s go find your room,” I said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

 

 

I offered Damien a tour of the ground floor before heading upstairs. In the tall living room, white sheets fluttered like ghosts in the slight breeze coming in through the still open front door. Shafts of fading light poked holes through the shutters and made rectangular lines on the floor, catching dust motes as they swirled around in the air and causing them to almost twinkle. Webs from productive spiders adorned the corners, the fittings, and anywhere else that they could spin two pieces of silken trappings together from. 

Damien approached the huge fireplace at the far wall and squatted next to it. 

“It’s gonna need more wood,” I said. 

“Do you have any?” he asked. 

“Downstairs. If not we can go out into the woods and get some.”

He stood, turned to me, and smiled. “There’s something I’ve never done before.”

“What, use a fireplace? Come on. Don’t tell me they don’t have any in San Fran.”

“I’m sure they do, I just haven’t seen one for years. Not since I was a kid.” 

“It’s easy,” I said, “I’ll teach you when Evan gets here.”

Damien stood, spun around slowly on the spot, and stopped. “What’s this?” he asked, pointing toward a dark, adjoining room.

A faint green light—sunlight fighting through trees and weeds—gave away the shape of a closed bay window in the stuffy little box of a room. In a few moments Damien opened the windows and flooded the room with light. Two arm chairs stared at each other, sitting on carpeted floors. A round, brown table stood between them. On it, a huge black book with a gold crucifix embossed on the cover stared up at the ceiling. 

“You weren’t kidding about a prayer room,” said Damien. 

The thought of going in there made my skin prickle. “We tend to just ignore it,” I said. “Evan’s parents are full on Christians. If they knew what we did here…”

Damien stepped out of the tiny, uncomfortable room. “How do they not know what goes on here?”

“We clean up really well. Never leave anything lying around. We’re the ones who put the sheets on the furniture we use before we leave. We even gave the house a new coat of paint once. It’s like our way of paying rent and keeping Evan’s parents happy and blissfully unaware.”

“And if they ever found out?” 

“I’d rather not think about it.”

I’d met Evan’s parents before, but only in passing. The three of us were sitting on one of the fountains down Houston Boulevard one sunny afternoon when his parents walked by. They would have blanked us if Evan hadn’t gotten up to meet them. They were nice, but I’ve never been around people who enjoyed talking as much as they did. 

Or try to turn me into a Christian as much as they did.

I swear, they tried to ‘save’ me twice during that single conversation. The Gods only know how they treat Evan in the privacy of their own company, but he’s never complained of any overly abusive behavior. He lets it roll off his back, much in the same way that I let Aaron’s insults roll off mine. We click like that.

When we finished our tour of the living room I led Damien up the creaky stairs to the first floor. The once clear, circular window on the landing had been almost completely claimed by moss and a dark, damp circle was radiating out of it. When the hell were Evan’s parents here last? I wondered. The overgrowth wasn’t so bad the last time we were up here.

We continued up the stairs which led to a long corridor flanked by closed doors. 

“This is my room,” I said as we walked along the first one, “And this will be your room… across from mine.”

What are you doing, Amber? I thought. But I shook the thought away and pushed open the door. The door creaked open and revealed a small, relatively plain looking room. White walls, a dresser, and a single bed supported by black iron bars made up the entirety of the bedroom’s furnishings. A crucifix loomed over the bed’s headboard as a stark reminder of the family’s religious inclinations. 

“It’s cozy,” Damien said. He dropped his backpack on the bed and moved toward the window. I followed. From our vantage we had a clear view of the orchard at the back of the house. I couldn’t make out any apples, oranges, or tomatoes in the field; in fact, the orchard looked old and withered, choked by the faint evening mist starting to crawl along the dirt. 

“Is it always this glum out there?” Damien asked.

“Not always,” I said, “I’m pretty surprised, actually. We’re usually blessed with bright greens, even at this time of year. Maybe Mabon won’t be as vibrant this time.”

“Maybe,” Damien said. He moved away from the window and bobbed his head as he scanned the room. “This is great, though. Thanks for inviting me.”

“It’s no problem. I wanted you to come,” I said. “I was kinda worried you’d have plans.”

“Plans?”

“Yeah, with your girlfriend or whatever?” 

Damien smiled. “She’s visiting family in Portland this weekend so I wouldn’t have been able to see her anyway. And she’s usually too busy to call while she’s there, so…”

I breathed a deep sigh of relief and headed for the door, not wanting to give away anything… not that there was anything to give away. Was there?

“Alright, well, I’m going to get settled,” I said as I stood by the door, “Do you need anything?” 

“No thanks, I’m fine.” 

“Cool. Bathroom’s down the hall.”

I closed the door as I left and damn near rushed into the safety of my room, breaking past the door just as my cheeks started to flush bright red and hot. Damien was mine this weekend. I’d have to be on my best behavior to not risk scaring him away, but I was probably going to do that anyway—weirdo that I was. 

I just had to hope that, deep down inside, he was as weird as I was.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

 

 

I spent a while decorating my room, as was my custom every time we came up to the house. The room was bare, so I tended to bring my own little trinkets and gewgaws to make the room feel a little more me. So as my smart phone played my favorite “Cardigans” song, Erase and Rewind, I went about the business of ensuring the room became well-adjusted to my presence. 

Candles, naturally, I positioned on every possible counter to provide the dim lighting I enjoyed at night. I covered the dresser in a silken, purple fabric with silver embossed pentacles on either end of it. In the center of the altar I placed my own leather-bound book of Shadows and carefully arranged a number of semi-precious stones around it. 

Each stone had a special property and use.

The deep black Hematite stone would ground the room and clarify my thoughts, where Quartz Crystals—one at each of the four corners of the room—would attract, amplify, and send energy into the room. I added Amber, to bridge my conscious self to the divine, and finished the dresser-altar with a Moonstone, which was said to balance the yin and yang and enhance one’s inner femininity.  

I was meticulous with my choice of crystals, just like whoever owned the bracelet I wore around my wrist.

By the time I’d finished with the stones I’d lost myself in the music, swaying my hips and lip-syncing the words like a true professional. I caught myself in a mirror and seductively wrapped my hands around my waist to the rhythm of the music, messing up my hair and reveling at the sight of myself. 

Not that I was vain or anything. 

It was the stones; honest!

But as luck would have it the bedroom door swung open and my heart jumped into my throat. Eliza stood there, grinning wickedly as I spun around and gaped. “Imagine if I’d been someone else,” she said.

“Someone else would’ve probably knocked,” I said, brushing my hair back into place with my fingertips. “What is it?” 

“Aren’t you gonna help me with dinner? Or should I let your fans enjoy an encore?”

“Yeah, alright. I’ll be down in a sec.” 

“So there is gonna be an encore? Can I watch?” 

“No!” 

“But you’re so sexy!” 

“Just go downstairs, will you?” 

Eliza left the room and I took a moment to change into something clean; a long, black, sleeveless dress to show off my arms, a black lacy choker, and my signature Doctor Martens would do. I then hooked my hair up into a loose tail, blinked into the mirror a few times to make sure there wasn’t any gunk on my eyes, and made my way downstairs.

Evan arrived later in the evening to sizzling frying pans and two giggling women. He gave Eliza a kiss on the forehead, dropped off the last of the supplies we needed—the soda, which we women weren’t crazy about carrying—and headed into the dining room. From the kitchen I spied Evan and Damien in conversation sharing a beer; their first real chat. We thought it best to leave them to it and make them clean up later. 

Suckers!

“He’s pretty cute, isn’t he?” Eliza asked. 

“I guess,” I said, mashing the avocados into a creamy mush. 

“You guess? Are you feeling alright?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, why?” 

“You really like him, don’t you?”

My cheeks went red, and without my copper hair to protect them Eliza saw. “Maybe.” 

“I knew it! I totally knew it. I rock at this.”

“Oh hush, you don’t know anything.” 

“He’s definitely cute, though. And I can tell he’s the kind of guy who isn’t too rough around the edges but just rugged enough for that element of thrill to be ever present.”

“You get that from just looking at him?”

“I have a knack for these things.”

I glanced at Damien again and caught myself smiling. I erased the smile on my face before Eliza could zero in on it. 

“Have you talked to him yet?” she asked.

“About?” I said.

“You know, expressed interest in something more than just a platonic relationship?”

“He has a girlfriend. I told you this, didn’t I?” 

“You did, but that doesn’t matter. You really like him, and I haven’t seen you this interested in a guy since you broke up with Kyle. This is big news for me, like the royal wedding or the Superbowl.”

“What am I supposed to do? Just ignore the fact that he’s in a relationship and attack him with everything I’ve got? I actually like talking to him, Eliza. I don’t want to scare him away.”

“Listen to me—hey, stop looking at him and look at me.”

I peeled my wandering eyes from Damien and focused them on Eliza. “Yes?” I asked.

“Just go and flirt with him,” she said, “Enjoy yourself. It’s just us out here. On Monday it’ll be back to regular life. School. The bookstore. Girlfriends. If ever you have a chance to win him over to team Amber now’s your shot.”

I nodded, although I wasn’t entirely sure about her plan. He had a girlfriend, so where was this headed? And I wasn’t the kind of person to randomly flirt with someone, introvert that I was. Ironic, huh? Considering my situation with Aaron? Casual sex wasn’t the same as casual flirting in my books. Besides, I was using Aaron, and I didn’t want to use Damien. 

Still, I couldn’t deny the butterflies I got from this walking mystery of a man. Exploring those feelings for a couple of days couldn’t hurt anyone could it?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

 

 

Eliza and I set down plates around Damien and Evan. First we brought out some salsa, grated cheese, the soda, cups and cutlery. Then came the tortilla wraps, chips, sweetcorn, coleslaw and the home made guacamole. We finished the set up with a steaming hot plate brimming with lean chicken fillets smothered in a spicy fajita mix. 

“Damn,” Evan said, “That’s a lot of food.”

“There are four of us this time,” Eliza said, taking her seat.

The girls sat on one side of the table and the boys on the other, with Damien directly across from me. I went for a tortilla wrap and so did Damien. He smiled and let me go first. My cheeks started to burn. I was beginning to notice that this cheek warming thing was happening an awful lot and I wasn’t used to it. It had to stop.

“Looks delicious,” Damien said. 

“I made the guacamole myself,” I said, proudly stuffing a tortilla wrap with a healthy serving of chicken, sweetcorn, cheese, and a spread of guacamole. The wrap was warm and so big it nearly broke apart in my hands, but the mixture of flavor exploded into my mouth eliciting a delighted groan. I wasn’t shy about eating or eating healthy servings for that matter. But then I noticed the color change in Damien’s face and remembered I had just involuntarily groaned with delight.

Was that a good color change or a bad one?

I didn’t have time to think about it. My phone lit up in full view of the rest of the table. The display read Aaron, but I was lucky it didn’t also vibrate, even though anyone could’ve seen the name if their eyes went to it even for a split second. I put the wrap on the plate and grabbed my phone, discreetly pressing the red button to hang up. Not now, oh Gods, not now. My heart was stammering and a trickle of salsa was crawling down my chin unattended. 

“Everything okay?” Eliza asked.

Shit. She saw! “Yeah, fine,” I said. “How’s the wrap?”

Eliza narrowed her eyes and dabbed my chin with a napkin. “Pretty good. Maybe a little too good.” 

Damien and Evan chuckled and I could have died, but I didn’t. I persevered, smiled, and chuckled with them. “Sorry,” I said, “This girl’s cooking is just too good. How are you liking yours, Damien?” 

Damien replied, but a text message came through my phone as I held it my hand and swallowed my attention. “Are you home tonight?” it read, and it was from Aaron. What to do? What to do? Do I reply? Do I ignore it? Aaron wasn’t the kind to easily get worked up, certainly not at the prospect of my not replying to one of his texts, but my own anxiety screamed for me to reply, to explain, to say something; anything. 

I put the phone on the table, face down. My mind was made.

“Okay, so you don’t actually own the bookshop?” Damien said, starting a conversation out of the blue—or maybe he was continuing a conversation he had started while I wasn’t listening.

“No… no,” I said, struggling to recover. “The owner—James—is a rare book collector. He comes in a few times a year. Keeps in touch with us via phone and emails mostly.”

“That’s a lot of trust. Why isn’t he around?”

“He spends most of his time hopping around Europe from place to place, looking for old tomes and stuff. He’s like a modern day Indiana Jones. I heard he’s been to old ruins and caves in Cairo and Istanbul.”

“Last I heard he’s in Finland,” Eliza put in, “A package came for us today with a letter from him, actually.”

“Package? What package?”

“You’ve seen it.”

“You mean that book you had in your hands was from James? Why didn’t you tell me?” 

“Because I was going to do it here, of course. But after dinner. We don’t want to get sauce on it.”

I tilted my phone slightly to check out the screen. Another message from Aaron had come through, but I couldn’t make out what it said. From the corner of my eye I spied Damien… searching. I gave him a smile and a nod, deciding finally to ignore my phone and ground myself in the moment. Aaron be damned; for all the good it did me.

It wasn’t long before the four of us were stuffed and all that remained from our meal were a few bowls of half eaten coleslaw and salsa. The guacamole proved to be a big hit, thanks to yours truly, but we had forgotten to buy a dessert so apologies were given. No one much minded, though. Phew.

So while Damien and Evan went to clear up and Eliza disappeared to her bedroom to retrieve the package James sent to us—an hour after Aaron’s initial message—I finally picked up my phone:

 

Aaron:

-“Where are you?”

-“I’m having the worst day.”

-“C’mon, don’t do this to me tonight. I need to see you.”

-“Alright, if you won’t give me your attention I’m sure I’ll find some other girl who will.”

 

I wanted to throw my phone against the wall. What a fucking asshole! This was exactly the kind of thing Kyle used to pull when we were going out. The guilt trips he’d put me through whenever I chose to stay home instead of going drinking with his friends were brutal. He’d never let me live it down. And now I was getting the same thing from Aaron? 

He was going to get it if I ever saw him again.

I drew in slow, steady breaths and shut off my phone for good. A bead of sweat travelled down my forehead. I caught it with a napkin and exhaled. When Eliza returned even she noticed the rising warmth in the room.

“Spicy food really turns up the heat doesn’t it?” she asked, sitting down with the same book I’d seen her carrying at the bookshop. “Here,” she said, “James FedEx’ed it all the way from Finland.”

I took the book in delicate hands so as not to scuff the cover any further and brushed a little dust off the jacket. No markings on the front or on the spine, though plenty of wear and tear. On the first page someone had written “A Book of Shadows” in neat, black calligraphy, likely out of a feather quill or at least a fountain pen. Now where had I seen something like that before?

I glanced across the room into the kitchen, where Damien was.

“Whose is it?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” Eliza said, “Neither does James. But he knows we’re Wiccans and we’d have more use for it than he does. He said he bought it, but I don’t believe that.”

Damien came into the dining room. “Could I see it?” he asked. 

I handed him the book and he flipped through it, landing on some pages but not others, reading some text, and moving on. Back and forth he went like some kind of speed-reader or someone who wasn’t truly very interested in reading the actual contents of the book and only wanted to act the part. 

Every Wiccan Witch owned a Book of Shadows. The idea was that the books would get passed down through generations to other Witches in the bloodline so familial traditions could continue even as time went on. So this book didn’t outright seem special to me in any way, but if James had sent it all the way from Finland directly to us, it had to be for a reason.

Damien passed the book back to Eliza, who settled the hardcover on a surface well away from our probably still dirty table. 

“It looks authentic,” Damien said to Eliza, “Have you read any of it?” 

“I skimmed a few of the pages. Some of it didn’t make sense,” she said.

“Maybe we should all have a look at it together?” I said. Eliza poked my thigh with two fingers under the table, “Or I could give Damien a tour of the grounds?” I continued, taking her hint.

“A tour?” Damien asked, smiling.

“Yeah, the grounds are spooky at night but the river’s beautiful. It isn’t far from here either.”

Damien nodded and butterflies fluttered around in my stomach, each struggling to climb higher than the last. Screw Aaron. If he was going to put the guilt trip on me then I was going to do whatever the hell I wanted up at this cabin, starting with a romantic stroll through a dark, misty forest.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

 

 

Damien and I took a stroll, hands in pockets, around the house until the stubby pines turned into real trees. The air had this natural freshness to it out here and the forest was dark and alive with sound, but the thin mist had called its friends and together they were all snaking through bushes toward a goal only it understood.  

“Beautiful out here, isn’t it?” I asked. We were crunching on leaves and twigs as we went.

“It sure is something,” Damien said, “San Francisco was too big. Golden Gate Park was the closest natural place I could go to from my house, otherwise it was a drive and a commitment.”

“You must miss it though, right?” I asked.

“I do sometimes, but not much.”

“What about your family? Are they in San Francisco?”

Damien shook his head. “My folks live in Astoria.”

“Astoria?” 

“Oregon.”

“Oh.” The conversation seemed a little one sided. Damien’s distracted eyes betrayed his cool demeanor. I got the impression that, now that we were alone, he had something he wanted to say. So I prodded.

“Is something up, Damien?” I asked.

Damien was quiet for a moment, maybe considering what to say or maybe lost in thought. I couldn’t tell. “My sister and I ran away from home,” he finally said.

“Oh wow. Why’d you run away from home? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I don’t mind. I wouldn’t have brought it up.” He sighed, paused. “My father, mother, sister and I are Witches. Where we lived, there were many of us. Whole Covens. It was almost like a… like a compound; a really closed community.”

“I take it you don’t mean to say that your parents and community were simple Wiccans.” 

“No, I mean real Witches with real power. They played these games, toyed with people’s souls and the forces of nature. Things got intense. I couldn’t handle it. My sister and I made the decision to leave so we packed our bags and headed for San Francisco one night.”

“Why did you go there?”

“A friend of my sisters moved to San Francisco after his two dads decided they wanted a more comfortable place to live. I knew his dads. They were cool. They took us in and helped us find jobs.”

“I had no idea. What happened with your Parents? Did they come after you?” 

“No.”

“You don’t seem happy about that.” 

“I don’t know. Part of me wishes they’d done something to show they cared, but the other part of me says I’m better off without them.” 

“With parents like those, you’re better off. Trust me.” 

“You’re right. I don’t think about it anymore.” 

Though he was thinking about it now, so what did that say?

The path at our feet twisted and turned. Owls hooted up above and the trees whooshed with the night wind, shaking off leaves and dropping them on us like lazy little missiles.

“How was it living in San Francisco?” I asked, eager to lighten the conversation.

“Nice,” he said, “I enjoyed the break from Astoria. San Francisco’s huge, loads to see and do. There’s a huge Witch community out there also, bigger than back home.”

“I take it this one wasn’t like the one back home?” 

“No. This was better. Accepting of all types of people from all walks of life.” 

“Sounds like there’s True Witches everywhere, so why have I never met one? Why are there no Witches out here?”

“I don’t know, but I think it has to do with ley lines and places of power. They go wherever the Currents are strongest.”

“I’d say they’re pretty strong out here from what I’ve seen.”

“Yeah, I don’t think this place has come up on anyone’s radar yet.” Damien paused and scanned the ground around his feet. “Don’t we need firewood?”

I shook my head. “Nope, we’ve got plenty in the basement. So, do you call yourself a Warlock or a Witch? I haven’t asked that question yet.”

“Do you know what the word Warlock means?” he asked,  “Where it comes from?”

I grinned. “You realize we’re in the same class, right?” 

“I do.” 

“The word was given to sorcerers in the past. It translates to ‘oathbreaker’ in Old English.”

“I don’t think the title applies to me.”

“Because you keep your promises?”

“Because I don’t break oaths, and because I’m not a Warlock. I’m a Witch.”

“Evan calls himself a Warlock.”

A sly smirk spread across Damien’s lips. 

“What?” I asked, smiling.

“How’d you get into Witchcraft?”

“Technically Eliza brought me into the Craft. I learned everything from her, and then from what I read.”

“Why’d you get into it?” 

“Because it made sense to me, you know? It wasn’t a fad or a phase. I legitimately analyzed all of the available religions and made a choice to get into Wicca. I thought about being a Buddhist you know.” 

“Really?” 

“Totally. But something was missing. I guess now I know what it was.” 

I’m a True Witch, not a True Buddhist.

We came to within earshot of the river. The waters flowed quickly in this area, but still not quick enough to cause it to froth. When we stepped to the riverbank we were greeted by a blanket of mist concealing the entire length and breadth of the Geordie River. 

“Jesus,” I said, gaping at the puffy white fog, “I swear there’s a river in there somewhere.”

Damien smiled. “I’m sure it hasn’t gone anywhere.”

“Say I believe you,” I said, after a pause. “About everything. About being a True Witch.”

“You still don’t believe?” 

“Oh, trust me; I want this to be true more than anything.” 

“It is. Every strange thing that’s happened to you is because you’re a True Witch; because you attract change and weirdness.” 

Explains why you’re here, then I thought.

“Then show me something,” I said, “Show me anything. I know I believe what you’re saying, I can feel it, but I have to see it.”

Damien’s hand rose to meet my face. A raging monster replaced my heart and thrashed around inside my chest. His cold fingers grazed the warm skin of my cheek and my flesh turned into a prickly mess. When he turned my head toward the river my jaw dropped. I heard a whisper at the edge of my senses, incoherent and quick, and watched as the blanket of fog covering the Geordie gently parted as if blown away by a breath. 

“How… did you do that?” I asked.

“I thought it,” said Damien. He removed his hand from my face and I regained the ability to breathe.

“Can your sister do that too?” I asked.

“My sister’s a much more powerful Witch than I am.”

“I’d like to meet her sometime.” 

Damien fell silent. His mouth opened but no words formed, then he clenched his jaw and looked across the river. Oh Gods, no. 

“Damien?” I asked, treading cautiously around his feelings.

“My sister’s dead,” he said.

My hands rushed to my mouth to contain the gasp. “Oh my God,” I said, “Damien, I’m sorry, I didn’t—”

“It’s okay.” He swallowed hard. I could see him fighting with himself.

A pool of glistening liquid forming at Damien’s eyes signaled the fall of his epic composure. In an instant I glimpsed a kind of vulnerability I thought lost in all men. Tears fell and his lip quivered, but he bravely fought the rush of emotion visibly trying to break out of his skin and held it back. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said. Throwing care into the wind, struggling with my impulse to make calculated decisions, I hugged him tightly. “You should have just told me.”

“I wanted to,” he said, wrapping his arms around my back, “But this is the kind of thing that’ll ruin a person’s day.”

By now my own eyes also threatened to fill up and spill over. “Damien, it’s okay. We’re friends. You can talk to me.” I tried to pull away but Damien held me more tightly. 

“The bracelet,” Damien said, “The one you found in the river. It’s hers.”

“What?” I asked. All manner of color drained from my face.

“I don’t know how it wound up in the river, but the bracelet is hers. I know it is.”

“You mean… she’s the girl that died in the river? Here? In Raven’s Glen?” I swallowed but no saliva came—only rough air.

Damien nodded, although it took a moment for him to gather the strength.

I pulled away from him and stared into his eyes, but then I became immediately aware of the bracelet. It suddenly felt like rough wire-mesh against my skin instead of smooth stone. “How do you know that… the girl in the river was her? Didn’t she live with you in San Francisco?” I asked.

“She moved here to get away from the city,” he said, “A few weeks ago she called me up, told me something bad had happened to her and that she wasn’t feeling great. So I made the bracelet for her and sent it in the mail.”

“Damien,” I said, starting to peel the bracelet off, “I can’t keep this.” 

“No,” Damien said, quickly stopping me and wiping his eyes with his sleeve. “I think she wanted you to find it. I’ve been wondering why you were the one who found the bracelet and why you’ve been wearing it but… I don’t know.”

“If this belonged to your sister I can’t—”

“Amber, please. Don’t.” Damien stared at me with seriousness in his eyes. “If she wanted you to have it then I want you to have it as well.”

I nodded and rubbed my cooling arms. 

“It’s getting cold out,” said Damien, wiping his eyes with his forearm. “We should head back, but we can talk more there if you want.”

I nodded and lead the way, although what I wanted to do was get more answers. But Damien’s face had lost its brightness, and it didn’t feel right to grill him for information. So I reached for his hand and took it, then led him back up the path toward the house. By the time we reached the tree line just beyond the riverbank the fog had returned to consume the trickling stream and I wondered if I had imagined it all.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

 

 

That night, before bed, I said a prayer for Damien’s sister—Lilith Colt—during my own quiet veneration of Mabon. I couldn’t believe I had been so casually discussing her with Eliza the other day. The thought made me go cold inside. I couldn’t sleep. Like a twitchy child, every couple of hours I would wake and find trouble getting back down. 

Then I remembered the bracelet, my dip in the river, the Raven and even the strange way Damien came into my life. I didn’t believe in coincidences and I wasn’t superstitious. Fate truly did have a habit of interconnecting things. But Fate didn’t dwell on these connections, nor did it need to worry about getting enough rest. I, however, did; and I was not faring well in that department.

I wasn’t sure how much sleep I had gotten by the time the early birds came to warn of daybreak’s approach. Sitting upright, I rubbed my eyes and slipped out of bed. The fog was gone and a fresh layer of dew had condensed on the window. Dawn was breaking through the trees casting a honey glow over the world. Even through the closed window a sweet scent of wet morning flowers found its way in to greet me. I drank it in and smiled, letting go of the previous night’s dramas.

Figuring I was probably the only person awake given the quietness of the house, I wrapped myself up in a thick grey robe, stepped into some fluffy boot slippers, and crept my way downstairs to the kitchen. It seemed, as I walked down, that yesterday’s gloom had left the house. Somehow, the corridors were brighter, the old man smell was gone, and the floorboards didn’t creak as much. But I ignored the potential omen and headed for my target.

“Coffee,” I said to myself as I entered the kitchen. “Wait, no… can I have coffee?” Today was Mabon. We were meant to eat off the earth, so coffee was out of the question. Wasn’t it? I decided to forget coffee, just to be sure, and opened the cupboards to look for something to wake up with and found an assortment of teas; green, lemon, mint, herbal. I put the kettle to boil over a gas stove—rustic style—then dropped a packet of green tea into a mug, and unlocked the back door to the orchard while I waited. 

Stepping outside I expected a fresh morning breeze, leaves sweeping away and dropping from nearby rustling trees, and withered old trees devoid of life. Instead what I discovered outside was an orchard rich with saturated colors. Red, ripe tomatoes; full green apples, more than I could count; lettuce heads, carrots, oranges, and even strawberries. Strawberries! I stifled a gasp and took in the sight. 

Did I imagine the dead orchard last night on my way in with Damien? Or was it perhaps so dark outside I simply didn’t see the fruits and vegetables waiting to be plucked from the earth? As little white flakes—dandelions, I think—floated down from on high I could think of no other explanation for the bountiful harvest in front of me besides the most obvious one; Mabon was here, and the Goddess had blessed us.

I rushed back into the house and summoned the others, returning with Eliza in tow draped in a dressing gown. She hugged me from behind and pressed her cheek against mine when she saw what I was seeing.

“It’s so beautiful,” she said, squealing. 

“How did this even happen? We didn’t plant any crops!” I said.

“Don’t try and explain it, Amber. We’ve been blessed.”

“I feel… like I could cry.”

“Then cry! This is the Goddess’ gift to us.”

Eliza let me go and stepped into the orchard barefoot, flitting between trees and bushes like a butterfly. Damien and Evan arrived at the sound of the commotion, but they halted their brisk advance at the door to the orchard when they saw. Evan slowly made his way into the wood, his eyes wide with utter bewilderment. Damien waited. As I glanced up at his face—perfect, despite having just woken up—I found I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

“Damien?” I asked from a few feet away. “Aren’t you coming out?” 

He shook his head, then nodded, and smiled. “This… is amazing,” he said, approaching. And while that’s all he said, he didn’t have to say anything else for me to understand what was going on. This whole thing had something to do with the presence of two True Witches up here. I just knew it. 

After retrieving a few baskets from the kitchen, Damien and I began picking and plucking rich, ripe fruits and vegetables from out of the ground. Evan and Eliza—who I caught making out as dandelions fell on them—eventually joined in with baskets of their own and assisted us in the harvest.

None of us wanted to try and explain what had happened for fear of spoiling the magic. Instead we simply got to work picking it all up, but the yield was huge. It took all four of us nearly an hour to transfer everything into the kitchen, but the workout invigorated me. I even forgot all about the cup of green tea I was about to make. 

When we were done, Eliza came into the kitchen holding a single pomegranate as if it were a glass chalice or the Holy Grail. Damien, Evan and I stared at her, waiting for an explanation, but then it came to me. 

“Don’t tell me that’s—” I started to say.

“This is it, Amber,” Eliza said, cutting me off. “Proof that tonight the Dark Mother comes. We have to prepare.”

I smiled. “Blessed be, huh?” 

“I’ll go set up the altar for tonight.” Eliza handed me the pomegranate. “You wash fruits and make sure this doesn’t break.” 

Eliza spent the remainder of the morning buzzing around the house while the rest of us handled things in the kitchen. Damien was in charge of washing the reddest and ripest tomatoes you ever saw. Next to him, in the same long sink, I washed equally delicious looking lettuce heads while Evan took stock of exactly how much of what kind of vegetables we had. The idea was that we’d give away what we didn’t eat, but we wanted to distribute the crop evenly and also feed ourselves tonight.

“So, I never asked you,” Damien said as he washed tomatoes.

“Hmm?” I asked, cocking my head. 

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

He seemed to have cheered up, so I decided to open up to him. “No,” I said.

“Really?”

“Surprised?”

“Yeah, I am.” 

“And why’s that?”

Damien smiled, but he didn’t say anything.

“Don’t want to answer that?” I asked.

“I don’t think I have to.”

“Is that so?” I smiled too. 

“An intelligent, beautiful girl with a sick sense of humor and a natural redhead? A girl like you wouldn’t be single in San Francisco for long.”

A lettuce head slipped out of my hands and into the sink, then it decided to bounce around and splash around like a fish. Water got all over my shirt and arms. 

“Sorry, shit, did I get you?” I said.

“No,” Damien said with the cheekiest grin. 

I hid my rosy red cheeks behind my hair and smiled as my composure returned. 

“That’s what happens when cheesy lines get thrown at me,” I said, grabbing the broken lettuce and continuing to wash it.

“Cheesy? What was so cheesy about it?” 

“Nothing,” I said, smiling. “Anyway, I used to have a boyfriend.” 

“Used to? What happened?” 

“He cheated on me,” I said, point-blank. “More than once.” 

“That’s terrible.”

“I’m worse.”

“Why do you say that?”

I took a deep breath. “His name was Kyle,” I started, “We had been going out since high school. It started with an alright scene, y’know? But then I came into my whole introvert thing, stopped going out with his friends, and kind of retreated into myself. He cheated on me during this funk I was in.”

“You know that?”

“I suspected,” I said. “Then I went to Europe after college. I asked him to come with me but he told me he didn’t have the money to go. A lie, since a few days after I left I heard he’d bought himself a car he wanted to fix up for about as much as his plane tickets would’ve cost. We still kept the relationship going while I was away. I’d call him whenever I had Wi-Fi access and stuff. I could have hooked up with European guys but I decided to be good, you know?” 

Damien swallowed, but nodded.

“When I got back,” I continued, “I started to hear rumors about Kyle, his car, and some girls. Things got weird between us. We were together for six years, but when my parents left me my house Kyle didn’t want to move in with me because he said he liked his space.” 

I wasn’t sure whether Damien’s sigh was sympathetic or whether he thought I was a moron for believing in Kyle. Both would have been acceptable.

“The final straw was one night about eight months ago,” I said, “I went out with Eliza and he went out drinking with his buddies. About half way into the night I got a text message from a friend of mine telling me he had been seen disappearing into the toilets with a girl I used to babysit.”

“Babysit?”

“She was seventeen. She was young and pretty and I was weird. When I got the message my heart dropped. So I made an excuse, ran home, and put a curse on him—because that was totally the right, mature way to deal with the problem.”

Damien stared on, glued to my words.

“I had terrible dreams that night,” I said, “And for two more nights after; dreams of some… thing stealing Kyle’s life force bit by bit. I heard from a friend of his about a week later that Kyle hadn’t left his apartment, and when he was last seen he looked sick. I realized the gravity of what I’d done.” 

“What happened to him?” Damien asked.

He skipped town about two weeks after. It wasn’t until then I realized what kind of damage I had truly caused to his life.”

The lettuce head crumbled beneath my angry, guilty hands. Talking about what I had done was harder than I thought it would have been. I sent a succubus after my ex-boyfriend like a farmer sets his dog on a trespasser. I wanted him to pay, but I didn’t think anything would actually happen. 

And definitely not to that extent.

When I laid a curse on Kyle I didn’t do it because I thought it would work, I did it because it made me feel better. Although in retrospect maybe I should have just keyed his car, or gone to the girl’s ex-military father and told him what was going on in that bathroom with his underage daughter. Hindsight is a bitch.

“Were you worried?” Damien asked. 

Ever mind the Rule of Three, I thought. “I worry every day.” 

But I regret nothing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER NINETEEN

 

 

As soon as the confession—long though it had been—left my lips, a huge rock lifted from off my chest. I hadn’t told anyone about what I did to Kyle. Not even Eliza. And we tell each other everything, or at least we used to. 

Aaron.

After finishing with the fruits I headed up to my room with Damien behind me, though he went to his room and left me to my own devices; which I was grateful for. My hands were sore and wrinkled and I smelt like a builder, so I hurried myself into a steamy shower and washed the dirt and sweat off me before settling on my bed with a brand new book. A black, leather-bound book with thick pages and a pentagram embossed into the dust jacket.

On the first page I wrote: 

 

A Book of Shadows

 

By…

 

Dilemma; I didn’t know what to call myself. I needed a pen name by which to scribble down my thoughts, experiences, and spells. A name other Witches would recognize me by. Every Witch had one, and if I was a True Witch I guessed I needed one more than most, right? But after twenty minutes I still wasn’t any closer to a name I liked and my progress was stunted.

A light, quick rapping at the door caught my attention. I closed the book and sat up straight, cross-legged on the bed. “Come in.” I said.

Damien pushed the door open and stood by the hall. “Hey,” he said. 

“Hey,” I smiled. “What’s up?” 

“Mind if I come in?”

“Yeah, sure.”

He came into the room and closed the door behind him. I noticed the backpack on his shoulder. 

“Going someplace?” I asked.

“No, I’ve just got a few things for you.” 

He sat his backpack down on a rocking chair in the corner of the room and walked up to my bed. For a reason I couldn’t fathom my heart decided to pick up speed and start running. A warm tingle radiated outward and upward from my stomach, into my chest, shoulders, and cheeks.

“Sit down,” I said, patting the bed. 

Damien put a knee on the bed first and then sat down. He wasn’t wearing shoes, his hair was wet, and I noted a few damp patches darkening his long-sleeved black top. Clearly he’d just been in the shower too and he’d forgotten to dry up. But the wetness made the fabric stick to him and accentuated the shape of his body. I had to turn my face away and bite my lower lip to keep from staring. 

“Some day, huh?” he said.

“Yeah, maybe next time you’ll think twice about accepting an invite from me… anywhere… there’s usually a fair amount of heavy lifting involved.”

“I’m sure you’re not that heavy,” he said, smiling at me from the corner of his mouth.

A joke? Gods, I didn’t know! 

“So,” I said, “Already bored of not having access to the internet?”

“No, I just, I figured since you’d read the books I gave you, maybe you wanted some tutelage?”

 “You want to make Magick with me, Damien?” I asked. What? He cracked a joke, so why couldn’t I? 

A stray moan sailed through the hall just loud enough for us to hear even from behind the closed door to my room. I had sensed a little awkwardness in Damien the moment he entered the room, and also noticed that he’d showered in a hurry. Now, as Eliza’s voice gave away what she was up to, everything fell into place.

“Awh fuck,” I grumbled. 

“Don’t even worry about it,” Damien said.

“I swear, I told them to cut it out this time.”

“It’s okay. They’re clearly really into each other.”

“Yeah, but they can be into each other more quietly. I’ve got half a mind to go in there and say something.”

“No, don’t,” Damien took my hand. “Amber, there’s no problem. Really. I used to live with roommates. I’m used to this.” 

I stared at my hand in his, horrified and excited at the same time. We slipped apart and I didn’t know what to do with my arms. Let them hang by my side? Fold them? Put them on my hips? Oh Gods, I wasn’t wearing a bra! Damn me and my love for the nineties!

I folded my arms.

“I don’t blame you,” I finally said. 

“Blame me?” he asked, “For what?” 

“For coming here. I wouldn’t want to have to listen to that on my own either.”

“You two seem pretty close.”

“We are. She’s like the sister I never had. My real sister moved out East a while ago. We don’t talk much.”

“I’m sorry to hear it.” 

“It’s alright. I’m over it.”  

Damien smiled. “So? What do you say?” 

“Well… I have had questions.”

“What kind of questions?” 

I scanned his eyes, conscious of where they were in relation to my braless chest. My hands were in the way, though, so he wouldn’t have seen much. “The books you gave me,” I said, “They described Magick as a kind of old religion; the oldest.”

Damien nodded. 

“It also said Witches diluted their knowledge and passed it down to humans for them to form the basis of their religions. Why would Witches keep the real truth away from humans?”

Damien considered my question. “Alright, take this as an example. The book Eliza has, the one James sent you.”

“Right?”

“Eliza can’t read it. She said she couldn’t understand the words.”

“I’ve seen the words and understood them. I’ve developed the ability to read Finnish; the words in that book are in English.” 

“They’re English, but Eliza isn’t a True Witch.” 

“So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying that the human mind throws up a bulwark against the truth about the universe. They weren’t meant to know how things work.”

“And we, Witches, are?”

Damien nodded. I loved the enthusiasm he showed when he talked about Magick. He’d bob his head and give me this sly, knowing smile. He enjoyed bringing me into his world, and I wasn’t about to complain.

“But… why us?” I asked.

“Because every herd needs a wolf,” he said.

“I don’t understand. So we herd humans?” 

“No. Well yes, in a way. It’s like, humans are children. We’re the adults. We deal with the problems they can’t understand so that they can live as they were meant to.”

“That seems unfair.”

“Is it?”

“I guess not. But I still haven’t—”

“Done any real Magick?” he said, cutting me off with a wry smile. “I’m not surprised.”

“Oh? And why is that?” 

“I didn’t know where to start either. I had all this power, the kind of thing people only dream of, and I shied away from it.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t want to do that.” 

“Do you want me to show you more Magick?”

Oh god yes. But play it cool, Amber. “I don’t want you to show me. I want you to teach me how to do it myself.” 

“Alright, that’s your altar isn’t it?” he asked, gesturing toward the dresser on the side of the room.

I nodded.

Damien stood and walked to it, examining the crystals and the decorations. Distant grunting and moaning filled the silence. 

“This is pretty cool,” he said, ignoring the sounds.

I followed him, arms still folded. “Thanks, it’s nothing really.”

“No, it’s good. It’ll help you with the transition.”

“Transition?” 

He turned to me. “You’ve been Wiccan for a while. Now it’s time to become a Witch.”

“Ominous. So, what do I do?”

Damien pondered, scanning the room. “Okay, well, the first thing to do is to re-enact what you’d normally do when casting a spell.”

“I guess it depends on the spell… normally I lay a bunch of pillows down on the floor in my attic first.”

“For comfort?”

I nodded. “We have a bed, though,” I said, walking toward it and sitting on the mattress. 

Damien followed and made himself comfortable behind me. I became aware that he had parked behind me, cross-legged, so close he could breathe on my neck if he wanted to. 

“And just what are you doing?” I asked over my shoulder, eyes narrow. 

“I’m going to teach you how to cast a circle. Face forward.” 

I smiled and directed my attention to the foot of the bed. My heart was starting to really hit hard now. I could feel it in my temples, and when Damien took both my hands in his I couldn’t even hear myself think. He shuffled closer to me. I could feel the warmth of his cheek on the nape of my neck. 

“Comfortable?” 

No. “Uh-huh,” I said.

“What you’re going to do is invoke the Watchtower of the East,” Damien said, “But you’re going to do it quietly; in your mind.”

How the hell was I supposed to call the quarters with this kind of distraction? My cheeks were red hot, my heart was pounding, and I was sure my hands were sweating. All of that, and I still wasn’t wearing a bra! I shook the thought out of my head and took a deep breath in, and out, in and out. 

“Imagine the Currents,” Damien said, “Feel them with your mind, and then call the Watchtower.”

“What do I want the Magick to do?” I asked.

“I want you to blow all the candles out.”

“You’re joking.”

“Imagine it. Call the Watchtower. And do it.” 

I nodded and closed my eyes. Damien, controlling my right hand, started to draw lines in the air. Hail unto you, I thought, O’ Guardians of the Watchtower of the East, powers of air and inspiration. I invoke thee. 

I imagined a steady wind kicking up inside the bedroom, swirling around in a circular motion. My hand, with Damien acting as puppeteer, mimicked the motion of the wind currents in my mind. Astonished at our synchronicity, I continued to repeat the invocation, over and over again. 

Damien’s nose nuzzled into my hair, his breath so close to my skin he could’ve puckered his lips and made contact. But my head was starting to grow lighter, the beating of my heart sound more distant. A strange chill materialized from out of nowhere and surrounded me. I opened my eyes to see the candles flickering in a phantom breeze for which there was no explanation.

The window was closed. The door was closed. 

Yes, I was doing this with my mind.

My breaths became quick and short. Damien extended my hands and my fingers and urged me to open my palms to feel the air between them. I invoke thee, I thought, I invoke thee. I invoke thee. I closed my eyes again, losing myself in the steady gush of air.

Damien’s hands crawled up my arms. His lips closed the gap between them and my neck and made contact. He was warm against my skin and I could do nothing but lean into the sensation as my heart pounded so hard I thought it would explode at any second. Then Damien’s palms reached my shoulders and slid beneath my underarms, his fingertips grazing the sides of my breasts and crawling down my ribs. I was beginning to sigh with the rhythm of my invocations, alternating every second between taking a breath and exhaling.  

Like a climax, the Currents of Magick came surging through me and into the room. I opened my eyes, threw my chest up and clasped my hands together. In that moment the candles snuffed out and the wind disappeared leaving the purple fabric on my dresser and the white curtains gently swaying—and Damien’s lips on my neck. 

I arched into him again in the dark, again sighing. He kissed my neck once, then a second time. I reached for his hands and urged them to climb up my ribs until his fingers reached the underside of my breasts leaving trails of static electricity wherever they went. A steady hum of energy buzzed inside of me, a high I didn’t want to come down from. 

But a loud knocking at my door snapped me out of the moment. Damien instantly recoiled and I sprang off the bed to answer the door. Eliza. 

“Hey,” she said. Her hair was a mess and her cheeks glowed like the sun. “We’re gonna get started downstairs pretty soon. You guys ready?” Clearly she didn’t have time to comment on what, perhaps, Damien and I were doing in a dark bedroom stinking of burnt candles. 

“Yeah,” I said, breathing rapidly, “We’ll be down in five.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY

 

 

The feel of Damien’s lips on my neck and his hands on my skin lingered on my body far into the evening. By the time I arrived at the clearing to the west of the house, Eliza had set up a beautiful altar and ritual space for us to pray to the Dark Mother in. But I wasn’t able to concentrate on that. My mind went to Damien, and that awkward—possibly friendship-ending—conversation we would need to have about what just happened and how it wouldn’t happen again.

As much as I may have wanted it to.

A number of flickering candles, joined together by colorful flowers, made a perfect circle around a huge black blanket. The blanket was held down by four large stones. At the center of the space where we would be sitting was the small, round, wooden table I had seen in the prayer room yesterday; the one with the bible on it. Now, a brown book, a silver chalice, a wavy knife, four colored candles, and the all-important pomegranate rested on top of it.

As I stood by the ritual space I was reminded of what I had learned about Mabon a while back. This is the time of the year where the Wiccan Goddess drops the basket of flowers and picks up a sickle and scythe. As spring turns to autumn, the Goddess takes on the aspect of the Dark Mother—also known as the Crone—and comes to reap what has been sown. The land, then, withers as the world slips into the fall. 

Old Wiccans connected this withering to the story of Demeter and Persephone in Greek Mythology. Hades, who kidnapped Persephone, set in motion a chain of events that would lead the earth falling into darkness each winter. Given what I’d learned in the last few weeks I wondered how much of the story was true in a literal sense and how much was all just flourish added by human imaginations.

“Do you like it?” Eliza asked. She was applying the finishing touches, arranging the red, yellow, purple and black flowers in such a way that they wouldn’t fly off in a breeze, and making sure the rocks were turned the right way.

It’s beautiful,” I said, “You should’ve asked me for help.”

“Nah, it’s fine, I wanted to do this on my own anyway. I had a vision for it.”

I smiled, but it was weak and tame.

“Are you alright?” she asked. Her jet black hair was waving in the gentle breeze. She was wearing a black robe with a hood on it and pentacles embroidered in silver thread into the sleeves. I had one too, and I was wearing it now. We had them custom made a while back to contrast the red robes we wore during rest of the year. 

“Yeah,” I said, putting strength into my smile, “I’m fine. Pretty excited about everything that’s happened.”

“I am too,” she said, hugging me. “I’m so glad we did this.” 

She had no idea the extent to which she had cock-blocked me, but I wasn’t the kind of person to burst someone’s bubble. Besides, I had bigger issues to deal with. Damien and Evan were coming into view, and I didn’t know whether to smile, be angry, or feel guilty; and I guess if you don’t know how you should feel, you shouldn’t feel anything at all. I nodded at the pair as they approached and took my position on the blanket in the center of the circle. 

They were both wearing black robes too. Evan had a custom black robe with the silver embroidery just like mine, but Damien—well, he had to make do with a bath robe. Seeing him in it and knowing he was wearing nothing else underneath, as was my Coven’s custom, almost set me into a giggling fit. He frowned when he saw me stifling the laughter.

“It’s all Evan had,” Damien said.

“No, no,” I said, “It suits you. Shame you don’t have matching slippers.” 

“Whatever,” he said, smiling.

Good, he was smiling. This was good.

“Are we ready?” Eliza asked. We had taken our positions at each corner of the blanket now.

Damien nodded and prepared himself to speak. He wasn’t leading the ritual, but he spoke for the Watchtower of the North, and that meant he had to go first; great way to break the ice. He began. “I ask for the strength of the north as I face my inner darkness… on this, the night of balance.”

Going clockwise, Eliza spoke next in a clear and loud voice. “I ask for the flexibility of the East as I accept my inner darkness.”

I glanced at Damien when it came time for me to speak. “I ask for the fluidity of the West as I succumb to my inner darkness.

Succumb. Fitting.

Finally, Evan chimed in on his turn. “I ask for the resolve of the South as I receive my inner darkness.”

Eliza stretched for the altar and, striking a match, she lit the black candle and began to recite from memory. “The land is beginning to die, and the soil grows cold, the fertile womb of the earth has gone barren. As Persephone descended into the Underworld, so the earth continues its descent into night. As Demeter mourns the loss of her daughter, so we mourn the days drawing shorter. The winter will soon be here.”

I took the matchbox from Eliza and, lighting the green candle, I too recited. “In her anger and sorrow, Demeter roamed the earth, and the crops died, and life withered and the soil went dormant. In grief, she traveled looking for her lost child, leaving darkness behind in her wake. We feel the mother's pain, and our hearts break for her, as she searches for the child she gave birth to. We welcome the darkness, in her honor.”

Evan sat on his knees and broke open the pomegranate. He plucked six seeds from the fruit and lined them in a row across the wooden altar. “Six months of light, and six months of dark,” he said, “The earth goes to sleep and later wakes again. O’ dark mother, we honor you this night, and dance in your shadows. We embrace that which is the darkness, and celebrate the life of the Crone. Blessings to the dark goddess on this night and every other.”

Damien gaze, fixed on what was going on at the altar, seemed pensive. He shuffled to his knees, took the chalice filled with wine, and raised it to the half-moon high above us. The wind picked up almost in response to his movement.

“Demeter, Inanna, Kali, Tiamet, Hecate, Nemesis, Morrighan,” Damien said, without skipping a beat. “Bringers of destruction and darkness, I embrace you tonight. Without rage we cannot feel love. Without pain we cannot feel happiness. Without the night there is no day. Without death… there is no life. Great goddesses of the night, we thank you.”

We took turns sipping from the chalice. In the silence I thought I heard whispers coming from the trees, riding on the back of the chilling wind creeping in. I peered around to try and catch the source but found only restless darkness. Still, the whispers remained until the last of us had drunk from the cup. 

Damien, however, seemed to share my awareness of the strange sounds coming from the tree line. We returned to our seated positions and took a few moments of quiet meditation to reflect on the negative things in our lives. 

I thought about Corey, my sister, and how I wished we weren’t so distant. I considered my turbulent relationship status and why I was so attracted to jerks who didn’t give two shits about how I felt. This was the point in the ritual where we would try and figure out how to turn the negative things in our lives into positives, but when Damien slipped into my thoughts my ability to concentrate evaporated.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

 

 

We left the cabin at daybreak on Sunday to make good tracks and beat the traffic. Plus, we wanted to distribute the weekend’s harvest and we figured Sunday would be the best time to do it since we wouldn’t be opening the shop. I decided I wouldn’t be much of a conversationalist on the way down and spent almost the entire ride catching up on some reading. When I wasn’t reading I was glancing at Damien in the mirror, but he wasn’t glancing back this time.

I didn’t see Damien at class on Monday either, though even long after we’d parted ways he still dominated my thoughts. But Eliza’s good mood back at the book shop in the afternoon saved me from my drooping spirits. She came in to work wearing a black hoody, a pink tutu over black leggings and a pair of hot pink Doctor Marten boots. Eliza only dressed this way when she felt like she could eat the world.

Loud, throaty, fuzzy grunge blared off the tiny speakers on her laptop. Eliza sang and swayed her hips with the music as she dusted bookshelves from atop a step ladder. She could’ve been mistaken for some kind of book pixie in that outfit.

“You’re pretty happy,” I said once the song ended. 

“Aren’t you?” she asked, “This weekend was awesome. This year has been awesome!” 

“I’m happy, trust me. You’re just beaming and… it isn’t normal.”

“Man,” she said, hopping down from the ladder, “Waking up to that field… didn’t that just blow your mind?”

“Was it any different to us praying for you to get pregnant, and you now actually being pregnant?”

“People can chalk that up to coincidence. What happened at the cabin was a miracle, and I want you to fucking acknowledge it.” Eliza’s Samuel L Jackson impression came out of nowhere, but I burst into a fit of laughter and let go of the weekend’s worries in that single instant. Minutes later, I still couldn’t keep a straight face.

“We did a great thing this weekend,” Eliza said, “And those shelters were really grateful for all that extra fruit and vegetables we gave them.”

“They must think we’re farmers.”

Eliza went to her laptop which was on the main counter. I followed. “I’m pretty sure if we were farmers we’d have the farmer police after us wondering how we grew that entire crop overnight—with no actual seeds.” she said.

“And then we’d be pretty screwed.”

“So, are you going to stop stalling and tell me how things went with Damien or am I going to have to wring it out of you?” 

“What is there to say?” I asked. I was sitting on the counter trying to find entertainment inside my phone but coming up short.

“I know there’s something going on with you two, there has to be.”

“Sorry to break it to you, but he has a girlfriend. He was texting her over the weekend.” Damien hadn’t confirmed nor denied the fact, and I hadn’t seen him texting her, but then again I hadn’t asked. Not that I wanted to know or anything. Besides, the way he had been treating me would make you believe he was single. And after I had time to cool off and think about it, I decided that kissing me was a sleazy thing for him to do. 

I didn’t like cheats, and he should have known better. 

Then there was also Aaron. I hadn’t texted him back since the night we arrived, and for all I knew he had moved on to a different girl. Did I want to know what he had done that night without me? Did I want to run after him and explain what I was doing? 

“But he was with you and not his girlfriend,” Eliza said, “And you guys spent a lot of time together.”

“Platonic time,” I said, shrugging. “We have common interests.”

“Yeah, each other.” 

“He doesn’t see me in that way, okay?”

“Have you asked him?” 

“I don’t have to. I just know.”

“I call bullshit.” Eliza shut her laptop and moved around the counter, staring directly into my face. “I wager you and he will end up cocooned in each other by the end of the year.”

“That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard, don’t be crazy.”

“I’m telling you, this will happen. And the Goddess knows you need it, sister. When was the last time you got laid? You need a man, and fast.”

The corner of my mouth curled into a sly grin. Sometimes I’d forget Aaron was my dirty little secret not even Eliza was wise to. I would feel bad about lying to her, and then I’d feel good knowing she wasn’t the only one who could get a guy into bed. A hot guy. A hot, fit guy. 

“I’ll have you know,” I said, protesting, “The only thing I need is standing in front of me, and you’d best not forget that.”

Eliza lit up the way people do when they come face to face with a cuddly animal or someone’s newborn. “I love you too,” she said, hugging me. “I just want you to be okay and to be happy. I can’t make you happy in the same way a man can.” 

“Sometimes I hate the Gods for that.” 

“Me too. Trust me. You’re a catch; you’re sexy, intelligent and independent. I would totally cut a bitch who tried to take you away from me.” 

“Oh shut up,” I said, smiling. 

After closing I walked Eliza to the end of the street and hugged her again at the quiet intersection before reaching Joe’s. 

“Thank you,” I said.

“For what?” she asked.

“Nothing. Go home, we’ll talk later.”

Eliza made the turn past the intersection before continuing on toward the end of the street. Tiny, dim Rosella Avenue stretched on for about ten minutes before giving way to bright, commercial Houston Boulevard. The high end street saw the hustle and bustle of consumerism rampant even at seven and eight in the evening most nights; something which, when you consider Raven’s Glen was a small town, was impressive. 

If you were to see Houston Boulevard from above you’d see the resemblance to a river; the way it pours out of Rosella, a small street at the top of a slight hill, and flows down into the Raven Crest district culminating at a cul-de-sac, you would know what I mean. Only this is a river lined with quirky cafés, fancy restaurants, and high end shops. Not the best kind of rivers. Luckily, cars aren’t allowed through, so the entire street is a massive walkway cut along the middle by food carts, benches, and stone fountains. 

This was Ravens Glen’s most costly beautification, and it was totally worth the money we paid. Personally, my biggest gain was being able to choose where I want to buy my latte from instead of being forced to go to the same place day-in-day-out. Every night I’d check in with Joe for more of his wife’s delicious cupcakes, and on the way home I’d pick up a vanilla latte, brimming with cream and chocolate sprinkles. 

Bliss.

So, armed with my latte and my cupcakes, I turned headed down Houston and cut into an alley which would see me emerging on Sycamore Avenue. This was basically a shortcut that shaved some ten minutes off my trip home, so I took it nightly. Tonight, whilst trying to decide between Jack off Jill and Garbage as my last song artist of choice, my phone died on me. 

“Oh, come on,” I groaned. 

After several attempts to revive the phone I pronounced it dead, which struck me as odd given that the battery was at least half full last I checked. But phones did stupid things sometimes so whatever. That’s when I caught the sound of a glass bottle clinking across the floor. I spun around and spied a figure in the alley, partially obscured by darkness. But I couldn’t figure out who he was or what he was doing. 

Shrugging, I turned around and headed for the mouth of the alley and Sycamore Avenue. But my heart was starting to pick up the pace. I got the impression that the guy was following me, and a quick glimpse with my peripherals verified it. Shit. Who was this guy? What did he want? 

Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I picked up the pace and tried to turn my phone on again. I’d make a call as soon as I could, or at least pretend I was on the phone if that didn’t work. Before I knew it I had broken into a light run, and the figure behind me was following. In my mind’s eye, an image of a Raven was forming. The bird was cawing madly and flapping its wings.

Run. Run. Run. It was saying.

Then the phone lit up. I entered my pin and made a left turn into Sycamore. I could see my house from here! The man’s footsteps faded to nothing and a wave of relief washed over me, but I found myself wondering who I would have actually called if I had really been in trouble. Eliza? Evan? Damien?

Aaron? 

The Sheriff I guess. That was the best choice, even if it had taken me a moment to get to it. Had I been in trouble in that alley, the moment’s hesitation could have meant the difference between… well, I didn’t really want to think about it. But I barely took five steps down Sycamore before someone violently grabbed me and threw me head first into a wall. 

I didn’t even have time to finish the thought. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

 

 

Stars. 

I saw stars. 

I couldn’t blink them away, couldn’t close my eyes hard enough to shut them out, and couldn’t scream for help. But I had to. I had to call out to someone—anyone—because this guy—a fist connected with my face with a loud crack and I staggered back a few paces, dropping my phone and my latte. My bag also crashed a few feet away from me, its contents spilling all over the sidewalk. I brought my hands up to block the next attack but the man pulled me by the hair and tossed me to the ground a few feet away.

I struggled to get up. My face was burning from where he had hit me and from where my head had hit the wall. Blood was trickling down my forehead and the stars still hadn’t disappeared. A pair of thick, black boots shuffled around in front of me. I curled myself into a ball but one of the boots buried itself in my stomach and took the wind out of me so hard I thought I was going to wretch. 

No.

I thought I was going to die.

That’s when I saw the pepper spray sitting not far from me. I always carried one in my bag because I was afraid to carry a gun. But I reached out to get it the attacker pinned my hand down with his boot, crushing my dainty wrist against the rough floor. He then lifted me from the ground by the neck and I couldn’t even stop him. He was wearing a black ski mask but he was tall and broad. 

The man pinned me to the wall again and produced an object from his pocket. With a flick of his wrist, a knife extended from the object in his hand and he pressed the blade against my neck. Cold, sharp metal caressed my skin, its sharp teeth cutting a line of blood across the skin simply by the fact that it was there. Somehow, I didn’t feel any pain. 

“Please,” I begged. “Please don’t.”

The attacker’s eyes were dead and cold and he didn’t say anything, either. Did he want my money? My phone? Or… no. I wouldn’t let him! I closed my eyes hard and imagined any number of ways in which Fate itself could get me out of the situation. A strong gust of wind, a passing car, or even a charging animal would do. All he had to do was let go and I could run home from here. 

The Raven came into my mind again. Run. Run. Run!

Then something happened. 

I heard someone racing toward us from across the road before I saw him coming. He was like a blur! A throaty growl behind a large set of arms grabbed the attacker from behind and ripped him off my body. I dropped to my knees and propped myself up with my hands, breathless and aching while a battle took place above. Crying and hurt I scrambled toward the can of pepper spray to take the asshole down, but by the time I pulled it up in front of my face the fight had ended and the masked figure was speeding across the street and melting into the darkness.

“Are you okay?” asked the man who had saved me. His silhouette, darkened by the streetlamp above, cleared when he stepped out of the light—and then I was gazing up into Aaron’s flushed, angry face. 

“Oh my Gods,” I said. I leapt into his arms and unloaded a hail of tears and fear into his chest. 

Aaron lifted me up. Every second, and every movement, was pain. I wrapped myself around his neck and settled my head against his body, sobbing quietly as he picked my things up from off the floor even with me clinging on to him. 

“I’m taking you to a hospital,” he said.

“No! No, no hospitals.” 

“What? Why not?”

“Don’t argue,” I begged, “Please, my house is closer. Just take me there.”

Aaron wasn’t a fan of hospitals either. There’d be too many questions, too many papers to sign, and not enough care being given to patients. I’d heard him rant about hospitals before. The whole scene made him sick, stifled him, and frustrated him, so he didn’t argue with me and took me home. Just my luck that I would be the one to get mugged. At least the guy didn’t take anything.

Back at my place Aaron sat me down on the kitchen counter. He grabbed a first aid kit from the cupboard under the sink, cleaned the wound on my neck, and fixed it with gauze. Then, careful not to cause me any more pain, he took a cotton swab and masterfully applied disinfectant to the broken skin on my cheek and lip. I winced from the pain, but my eyes were too hurt for more tears to come.

“Jesus, freak, who’d you piss off?” he asked.

“Please don’t call me that tonight, Aaron,” I said. “Not tonight.” 

Aaron paused, met my eyes, and nodded. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Do you know who could’ve done this to you?” 

I shook my head. “It could’ve been anyone. Maybe a mugger or some kid? I don’t know.” I wasn’t a stranger to bullying and I had taken my fair share of beatings as a kid, but never as an adult.

“I had to pull him off you, Amber. That wasn’t a kid.”

“Let’s just forget about it, okay?” 

“How’s the hand?” Aaron asked. 

“I can move it,” I said, flexing my fingers, “but it’s really sore.”

“At least it’s not broken.”

“If you think you’re getting a hand job for this you’re dead wrong.” 

It was a joke, and Aaron smiled when I said it. My attempt at lightening the mood wasn’t lost after all. 

“I didn’t think I’d be getting one,” he said, “I may like it rough, but I don’t want you or anyone who looks at you thinking I’m depraved. The bruises I leave on you are bad enough.”

“Yes, but that’s different.”

“That doesn’t matter much to the people seeing them though, does it?”

I sensed something different in the air then. The way he tenderly took care of my wounds, the softness in his voice, and the simple fact I hadn’t yet shooed him from my house warned me of changing winds. It was as if part of me—a large part of me—expected Aaron to tell me to walk it off and coerce me into sex, despite my injuries. Instead he brought me a glass of water, which I downed in seconds. 

“Thanks,” I said, “I’m so happy you were there.”

“I was on my way to see you,” he said.

“You… were?” 

“I hadn’t heard from you. Thought maybe something was up. You’re usually pretty quick on the replies.” 

Aaron’s messages glared at me from the back of my memory. I wondered if he’d found someone else, as his threat suggested, but then scolded myself for allowing my own insecurity to think such things. 

“Guess it was fate,” I said.

“I’ll say. Good thing my car has been in the shop since Friday and I had to walk. I wouldn’t have caught you otherwise.”

“Friday? What happened?” 

“Some asshole stole the radiator right out from my engine. The whole radiator! Who the fuck does that?”

He hadn’t gone out Friday after all? That was interesting to hear. “Someone who really needs a radiator, I guess.”

Aaron smiled. “You’re cracking wise. I think you’ll be okay soon.”

“I bounce back fast.”

 “Don’t I know it?” 

Our conversation fell into a slight lull as Aaron finished disinfecting my wounds. I stared at him, unable to process how he—the man I had been casually fucking for months—could be so caring. 

“Aaron, “I said, “thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it.”

“No, really.” I took his hand. “I don’t know what would’ve happened to me if you hadn’t been there. He had a knife and I—look, I don’t want to keep you here.”

“You aren’t keeping me here. There’s no way in hell I’m leaving you alone right now.”

Warm blood rushed to my cheeks, and it hurt. “Aaron,” I said.

“I’ll crash on the sofa. If that asshole comes back he’ll have me to answer to. I’m just sorry I let him get away.”

I let go of his hand and hopped off the counter. Standing wasn’t quite so bad. “I could argue with you—”

“Or you could just go to bed and rest, and let me sleep on that couch.”

I shook my head. 

“Amber, I’m not going—”

“And I’m not going to bed.”

I had never appreciated Aaron’s face like I did tonight. He had a face that seemed to have been sculpted-by-the-Gods for as long as I could remember, but until recently he had always been Kyle’s best friend to me. Even after we started hooking up our time together was too short for me to ever truly appreciate him the way I did in that moment.

Aaron did everything for me that night. He asked me to stay on the sofa while he went around the house ensuring all windows and doors were closed and locked and he even retrieved the duvet and a couple of pillows from my bedroom. He then ordered take out and we ate together while watching trashy reality TV. 

Seriously? The Real Witches of New Orleans? That’s a thing?

I could’ve sent Eliza a text message, or called her to let her know what had happened and how I was doing, but that would’ve just worried her. Also, she would have probably rushed down to my place only to find me eating dinner with a man I supposedly hated. 

No. 

I decided I would be far more comfortable with Aaron—alone and fully clothed. 

My tough exterior didn’t crack while we were awake. I would make jokes, laugh—despite the pain—and ate my fair share of the food. But once Aaron fell asleep and the lights went out every little bump and croak, every darting shadow, was the man with the knife; and I was glad to have Aaron with me.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

 

 

Breaking the news to Eliza wasn’t an easy thing to do. She had a tendency to worry herself sick over nothing, so whenever something big happened she would morph into a blubbering mess of grief and anxiety. But Eliza brought me food the next day, told me not to worry about the psycho coming back, and forbade me from going to work. The little being growing in her womb was capable of throwing her into fits of rage, but it also brought out a motherly side in her that I thoroughly enjoyed.

Tuesday night was a lonely one, although Aaron promised to patrol the neighborhood from time to time and asked me to call him whenever, day or night, if I needed something. This entire time I thought he didn’t care, but Aaron hadn’t been his usual self ever since the attack. This strange, protective side of him was as unusual as waking up one day to find that blue is red and red is blue, only more-so because you couldn’t keep having great sex with red if it suddenly turned blue. 

Despite being off work and away from class I devoted the majority of my free time to reading course material, writing my notes, and surfing the web for more information the textbooks simply couldn’t provide. I didn’t want to just keep up with class; I wanted an edge in any upcoming exams. I was engrossed in an article on Mary Baker Eddy, a woman whose controversial perspectives challenged the religious beliefs of the 19th century, when the doorbell rang.

Instantly, my heart started to fly.   

With a renewed sense of caution, I approached the door. But the walk seemed to take ages, and when I finally got to it I spared a second to grab a baseball bat I kept in the umbrella bin before doing anything else. Though my logical mind reassured me that nothing would happen to me in broad daylight, I wasn’t about to take any chances; and I didn’t trust my own Magick power enough to throw it at someone yet.

Besides, witches aren’t supposed to hurt people with Magick.

But when I checked the peephole I saw Damien on the other side of the door with a backpack over his shoulder. I smiled, but then remembered the state I was in. He’d want an explanation, and I didn’t think I was willing to provide him with one. At least, not one I thought he would appreciate or accept.

Consequences be damned, I unlocked and opened the door, and bore my bruises and markings for him to see. “Damien.” I said, throwing him a smile.

“Hey,” he said, “Can I come in?”

I nodded and stepped aside, allowing Damien to enter the house with a worried look on his face. When I closed and locked the door behind him, he turned around and got a good look at my face. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

“Yeah, I’m fine, why?” 

“I had no idea,” he said, “I went by the shop today to give you something and Eliza told me you were here. She told me what had happened.” 

“Of course she did.” I said it in jest, although really I could’ve killed her. “She must like you if she told you.” 

“I’m glad she told me. I’m sorry this happened to you, Amber.”

I shrugged. “It’s nothing, I’m fine now.” 

“Do you want to talk about it?” 

“Not really. Do you want a drink, though?” 

“No, I’m fine, thanks.” 

I opened the fridge and grabbed a diet coke. “It was just some jerk with an attitude problem. No big. I’ll be fine and I’ll probably have a few cool scars to show for it.”

“Did he say anything?” 

“No,” I said, taking a sip. Damien narrowed his eyes and strange, warm tingles descended on the crown of my head.

“You didn’t tell Eliza the whole story, did you?” he asked.

“Did you just do something to me?”

“Amber, you need to tell me the whole truth about what happened that night.” 

“It was nothing,” I said. An angry heat rose to my cheeks. 

Did he just use Magick on me?

Damien surged forward and for a moment I wasn’t sure if he was going to pin me against the wall and kiss me or hit me. An inner warmth radiated from my chest, exciting my skin and my senses. My breath quickened. “Please, Amber,” Damien said, stopping only a few inches from me, “Whatever you remember, I need you to tell me everything.”

“Damien—”

“I wouldn’t push if I didn’t think this was important.”

I swallowed hard and nodded.

We sat down on my sofa and I told Damien what I could, despite the haze obscuring my memories. The attack came and went quick as lightning and I didn’t get as many details from it as I would’ve liked, but then someone did pull a knife on me. Surprisingly, the nip on my neck hurt the least. That boot to the stomach left the ugliest and most painful mark on both my body and memory.

“How’d you get away?” Damien asked.

“Someone saw us and shouted out, I think. The guy dropped me and ran. I guess he didn’t want anyone to see him do the deed.”

Damien’s face took on a deathly pallor, like he’d seen a ghost.

“Damien?” I asked. He’d gone silent. I couldn’t tell what he was thinking, but something was going on behind his darting eyes.

“I think someone killed my sister,” he said. 

It came out of nowhere. I didn’t know how he had linked what happened to me to his sister, or what the hell was going on in that brain of his, but I couldn’t help it, the words sent me reeling.

“What?” I asked, “Why do you think that?”

“I wasn’t allowed to see the body for more than a moment when I went in to identify her. She was… I know I saw knife wounds on her.”

“Knife wounds?”

“It didn’t make sense. They told me she’d drowned in her pool, but I know what I saw.”

“Damien, that’s—”

“I’m not a Diviner,” Damien said, “I’m not a clairvoyant or good at reading entrails, or even cards. There wasn’t a spell I could use to help answer the questions I had, but the feeling I got... you couldn’t make it up. That cold thing that happens to your stomach when something grips you so hard—”

This was tough for him. Somehow, I pushed my attack into the back of my mind, stretched out for his hand, and took it. My heart broke for him all over again. “Why didn’t you tell me this the other night?” I asked.

“That’s not important,” he said. “What’s important is I think you’re in greater danger than you know.”  

“What? Why?”

“Because… during the days leading up to my sister’s death, my dreams were full of images of a wavy knife covered in blood.”

That same cold thing Damien just described overtook me. I shuddered like a fig leaf, and all of the pain in my body numbed for a moment. “A wavy knife?” 

“Like the one we used during the rite of Mabon.” 

“I… no, Damien, this guy didn’t have a wavy knife. It was a switchblade. I saw him open it.” 

Damien seemed to be waiting for me to get it. Whatever it was I was supposed to get wasn’t coming, at least not initially. Then, in a flash of light—or pain—it came.

“You dreamt about the knife again,” I said. “That’s why you haven’t been speaking to me.” 

He licked his lips, turned away, and closed his eyes. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Nothing, it’s nothing.”

“Damien, tell me,” I said.

“I wasn’t there. I should’ve been there for you.”

“There’s no way you could’ve known.” 

“I’m just sorry. After everything that’s happened, the last thing I want is to see you get hurt.”

“So, okay,” I said, taking a moment to gather my thoughts. “What you’re saying is that you think someone killed your sister, and that it could be the same person who hit me last night?” 

“I don’t know… but the dreams....”

“He can’t be same person,” I said. 

“No?” 

“I saw the reports on the news,” I said brushing hair over my ear and further exposing the swollen skin on my cheeks. “I followed the story. The cops thought it was suspicious at first, they even had a suspect. Then you see the body and spot the blood. A while after, they say her death was accidental.”

“What are you saying?”

“What I’m saying is that if someone did kill your sister like you’re suggesting, the person who attacked me wasn’t the same guy. I’ve read enough police procedurals and crime novels shows to recognize a sloppy attack.” I couldn’t believe the words falling out of my slightly busted mouth. My insensitivity knew no bounds once my logical mind took over. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I didn’t mean to be so blunt.”

“It’s alright, but Amber, this guy was waiting for you. This wasn’t a coincidence, it was premeditated. Maybe he wasn’t the same guy, but that just makes me feel worse.”

“So then we have to do a little more digging before he comes back.”

Damien stared at me doe-eyed. “You want to help me investigate?”

“I’m involved now,” I said, “I can’t go back to my regular life now, not until this is over.”

Birds chirping gleefully outside filled the silence that fell between us. 

Damien checked his phone. “I have to go,” he said. 

“So soon?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’m sorry—there’s something I have to take care of. I don’t want to do it, but I’ve got my phone on me. Call me, okay?” 

Damien nodded and left in a hurry without a word of explanation. I guess he didn’t need to explain himself, but this wasn’t the first time he had disappeared on me and I was getting damn tired of it. He may not be a clairvoyant, but I didn’t know what my powers were like yet. 

It was time I started to test the limits of my own Magick.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

 

 

The hatch to my attic squeaked open. After hoisting myself up with a groan that may have come out of a woman three times my age, I took a moment to scan the room for my mom’s old Wiccan things. I found one of the dusty brown boxes marked “Mom” stuffed away behind my dad’s chest of old clothes, beneath a rug which at first looked brown, but upon moving it I realized was actually red. I coughed and covered my nose as dust attacked me from all sides, then pulled the box into the center of the room. 

Sitting on my knees, I pulled the box open and had a look around inside. I had decided to take what I needed anyway, figuring that the “everything has to be given to you” rule was made up. A white Venetian mask with a silver trim stared up at me from inside the box, which was full of books—hardbacks and paperbacks—and other trinkets of indeterminate age and use. 

I pulled the mask out of the box and set it down on the floor, then retrieved and inspected as many books and trinkets as I could find in the box, setting them next to the mask as I went. Inside the box, and among other things, I found a copy of The Wiccan Bible, A Witch’s Guide to Herbs, Nordic Runes, Celtic Symbolism and Their Meanings. 

Each of these books seemed to have been printed sometime in the last decade and came complete with barcodes and even pictures. Unfortunately, none were sacred tomes of knowledge inaccessible to anyone else. I actually already owned a copy of the same black, paperback Wiccan Bible. But it was beneath these relatively mundane titles where I started to find some books worth looking at. I had found the secret beneath my mother’s secret. 

One by one I unearthed a number of hand-written books, most of them in my mom’s handwriting. I flicked through the first few pages of each and learned, immediately, that they were her Books of Shadows. She had written four volumes! But why did she stuff them away in the attic? Why not take them with her?

At the bottom of the box I found a memory. The plain orange book, the type kids are given in elementary school, had my name on it. “Amber Lee – Age Six”. I’d completely forgotten my early school years, but in the pictures drawn on the pages I rediscovered my six year old self; that little girl obsessed with the story of Little Red Riding Hood. 

I watched my younger self’s interpretations of the story unfold on the pages. Little Red Riding Hood was a Witch, and the big bad wolf was her most trusted friend. Together they ventured through the forest and helped old ladies with their gardens, fought off dangerous and fantastical creatures, and kept their homes safe. A smile swept across my face. 

Another memory crept into my mind. I saw the little girl with the platted copper hair sitting down, waiting for her mother. I was at school. Behind the door to my right my mom was viciously arguing with a teacher whose name I couldn’t remember about the content of my drawings and the things I would say, and had said, in class. The teacher told my mother I was displaying un-Christian-like behavior, that I had claimed to be a White Witch in class, and that she demanded to know where the influence was coming from. 

When my dad found out about what happened at school he and my mom had a big fight at home. I remembered the way my father waved the little orange book in my mother’s face, his accusatory tone, and the tears streaking from her face. 

“How could she possibly have learned all this unless you put them into her head?” my father said, yelling so loud the building shook.

“She’s six, Harold! She’s six and she reads! How can you expect her to not make up stories?” 

“Books and movies don’t make your kid parade herself as a Witch at her school! Do you have any idea how embarrassing this is?”

“Embarrassing? I’m the one who had to deal with the teacher because you were too much of a coward to go talk to her!”

“Coward?”

“You don’t want her challenging your beliefs because you know you—”

My father cut her off with a backhand slap so hard it made her head spin. He threw the book in the trash and left the room, now, years later, I found myself wondering how I’d ever forgotten that reprehensible scene. 

I ran my fingers over the book and fought the sadness building inside of me. My mom and dad seemed so happy the last time I saw them. It was hard to believe I may have been blocking out traumatic experiences growing up, and that those same scenes could be playing out to this day. I wondered if fear of my father’s hand was what caused her to lock her Magick away in a box forever.  

And whether or not she knew anything about True Witches.

After shoving the box back into its place in the darkness I took my mom’s Books of Shadows and the mask and placed them on the altar I kept in the center of the room, along the longest wall. Then I went about the attic and set up a comfortable reading space with pillows, candles, incense, and some of Marilyn Manson’s more melodramatic ballads playing softly from my smartphone dock. 

Then I came down to the bed of pillows and sighed loudly as my pained body relaxed for the first time in a while. When my mind was clear, I picked up my mom’s books and set upon the task of looking for a simple spell to cast. Her handwriting was neat, warm, and motherly. Reading her words on the page was like listening to her soft voice in my ear. 

But as I stumbled upon the outline of a Clairvoyance spell my mother had outlined in her first Book of Shadows I found Damien’s voice creeping into my mind. 

“I’m not a diviner or a clairvoyant,” he had told me. 

I had never before used my psychic senses to look into a faraway place as Clairvoyants could do, but I could see how having the gift would have helped him with his sister’s death. I wondered if Clairvoyants could look into the past too, or the future.

My mother had taken great care in outlining the spell. Every step was numbered, every component listed. I was lucky I only needed four things—a bowl, water, a droplet of blood, and an item belonging to the person or place I wanted to see. Damien’s clothes! Perfect. Damien had rushed out on me one too many times. I had to practice my craft, so I’d practice on him with clothes he left in my house. 

He wouldn’t mind, right?

After gathering the bowl of water and Damien’s clothes from my wardrobe I returned to the attic and drew a pentacle into the hardwood using chalk. I placed the bowl full of water in the center of the pentacle circle and laid Damien’s black top over my lap. In my mind I imagined every curve of Damien’s face, felt the texture of his hair, and drank in the hazel of his eyes.

“Damien,” I said, staring into the still, formless water, “Don’t get mad.”

Taking a needle, I pricked the tip of my index finger and dripped a few droplets of blood into the bowl. As the blood spread into the water in a mesmerizing dance I focused on Damien and allowed myself to feel him. This was a simple case of letting my “mind fingers” run wantonly over every single groove of his face and body in the way I would’ve done if Eliza hadn’t cock-blocked him up at the cabin. 

With the image of Damien’s face cupped between my hands firm upon my mind, I opened my eyes and stared into the water. Watching the dance of blood in water, I thought that if I looked hard enough I would be able to see Damien in the water. That the water would shift and churn until I saw him and whatever he was doing. But it wasn’t like that. The water was a conductor for the Magick, and the Magick beamed the images directly into my mind’s eye.

I spied a bedside table in my mind, and a headboard. Damien was sitting shirtless on his bed with his back against a pillow. My heart raced as I traced the lines of his chest and stomach. I’d never seen him with his shirt off, so to see a six-pack—albeit one with less definition than Aarons—made my jaw drop. A trail of body hair disappeared into the line of his black combat pants. I wanted to reach into the pool and run my fingers through them, but doing so would’ve ruined my concentration, and the image.

Damien’s eyes lit up and a smile swept across his face. I couldn’t believe that I had to be a voyeur in his closet to truly realize how beautiful his smile was, but I saw it now; pretty, wide, and just wide enough to not be creepy. Could he see my phantasmal eye floating around in his room? Did he know what I was doing? I wondered what brought the smile on so I willed for my perspective to change, moving my angle from the space above his abdomen to a view from atop his shoulder. 

Then I saw her.

A girl was smiling back at him from the laptop on his lap. She wore her long, dark hair in the same way Eliza did but she could’ve been even more beautiful than her. This was Damien’s girlfriend, and they were in the middle of a video call. Pale skin, dark hair, deep brown smoky eyes; she was the total package. Exactly the kind of girl I thought Damien would be in to.

I wondered if he could ever leave a girl like her for a freckled ginger like me. But I didn’t have to think about it too hard. Damien was a good guy. Loyal, caring, and gentle. Yeah, he had kissed me up at the cabin, but that could just as easily have been the euphoria of spellcasting hard at work. 

Yeah. It was probably that. 

Right?

Then, in a surprise twist, the girl on the screen bit her lip, lifted her black top over her hair, and revealed a pair of perky breasts like I’d never seen before. She smiled, teased one of her nipples with her finger, and said something I couldn’t hear. I didn’t have to be psychic or clairvoyant to divine what was about to happen.

Having had enough, I plunged my hand into the bowl without a second’s hesitation and spilled the water all over the floor, destroying the chalked pentacle in the process.

“What a fucking moron,” I said aloud.

My stomach twisted itself into a tight knot. The tuna and sweetcorn sandwich I ate a while ago threatened to reclaim its freedom through my esophagus. I shot upright, stormed down the stairs, and fetched a glass of water from the kitchen to calm down. But it was a while before the scene would leave my mind. 

He never talked about his girlfriend, never said he’d be meeting with her online. You would honestly think he was single! I wasn’t used to guys just being sweet, I guess, and I took his niceness as intent… what an idiot. 

No. Moron!

I had to stop lusting after Damien, and this was my wake up call.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

 

 

Loud, euphoric groans escaped my lips. I gripped onto the bed sheets and pulled them to me. I was on my side, adrenaline numbing any pain I was in. Aaron’s hard, slick body was pressed against my back, and with the rhythm of his hips he was helping me forget all that had happened to me. I wanted to scream with delight, but no air would leave my lungs. I hugged my pillow tightly as he found his rhythm, closing my eyes and moaning into the fabric. 

The temperature in the room skyrocketed. Pressure between us built like a volcano about to erupt. Half way between a groan and a scream, I closed my eyes and floated away onto cloud climax, as did he. When I came back down, our rhythm had slowed and Aaron was kissing my shoulder.

We heaved and sweat together. Aaron pulled my auburn hair over my neck and pressed his lips against my skin, in the space where my jaw met my jugular—my sweet spot. Something was different this time. His tender kisses found the bruises left on me from the attack, his fingers caressing my warm and prickling flesh, and his body was wrapped around mine like a protective blanket.

But the tenderness made me go cold soon after it set me ablaze, when I remembered who he was and what he represented. I pulled away from him and sat up straight on the side of the bed. In an instant I disconnected from him, as easily as turning off a TV. 

This isn’t right, I thought.

“I’m going for a shower,” I said, attempting to return to the regular level of intimacy we were both used to sharing. 

Aaron didn’t protest. Instead he watched me walk away and disappear behind the bathroom door. As warm water washed away the sins of the flesh I thought about this strange encounter with Aaron. He was normally so far from me emotionally, but also so passionate about wanting me, that none of it made sense sometimes. The latter part hadn’t changed, but the change in the former made me wonder whether this arrangement was slipping into relationship land. Did I want that with Aaron? And did I have any power to stop it?

When I came out of the shower and headed downstairs I found Aaron dressed and ready to leave. 

He advanced on me, his hair still a wild mess. “I’m sorry,” he said.

“For what?” I asked, attempting to hide my eyes from him. 

“I think maybe I… got a little weird upstairs.”

“What are you talking about?” 

“Look, I promise I have no hidden agenda. It’s just, the other night—after what happened—I realized that I took you for granted more than I should. I didn’t want to do that anymore.”

“Aaron,” I said. No other words would leave my lips. 

“I know this whole thing is meant to be light and casual and it’s cool, it is. I just… I care. I think it’s time you knew that.”

I came up to him, found his eyes, and smiled. “It’s okay,” I said. A surge of power rushed through me—a rush that came with being in control—but a tide of guilt quickly washed the energy away. 

Aaron nodded and I walked him to my doorstep. I made sure my robe was closed before stepping outside into the night’s cold embrace. 

He took a few steps away from the house, spun around, and said “For the record; I think you’re pretty badass with a busted lip. That look is hot on you.” 

My cheeks went bright red. I smiled and turned my face away but he took my chin with his fingers and guided my lips to his. We kissed and I reciprocated almost on instinct, running my hands through the back of his hair. 

I was left floating when we pulled apart. Aaron made the short walk from my porch to the sidewalk with no more than a goodbye, and I watched him go with bubbles in my stomach. But the bubbles popped, and my cozy body froze when I saw who was coming up along the path Aaron had just disappeared behind. They saw each other. I knew that they had seen each other. How could they not have?

Damien advanced on a hard stride, all stares and flared nostrils. I let him in and he dropped a plastic bag on the floor before speaking. 

“What was that about?” he asked. 

“Excuse me?” I snapped.

“Him, Aaron, isn’t he the one from the diner?”

My hackles rose, blood flushed to my face. “Yes, and?”

“What are you doing with him?”

“I don’t think that’s any of your business, Damien.”

When he noticed my attire—a bath robe and nothing else—the penny dropped. “How long has this been going on for?” he asked.

“This has been going on for a few months, why do you care?”

“Because he’s a jerk! I don’t get why girls like guys like him!” 

“Aaron is not a jerk! We keep up appearances because we didn’t want any of our friends to get weird about the situation.”

“Are you listening to yourself? You’re selling yourself short. You’ll never find respect with a guy like that!” 

The image of Damien’s girlfriend burrowed its way into my brain on the back of an icy needle. My chest literally shook from the heavy beating of my heart. I could have punched him across the face, but that wouldn’t have done me much good. 

“He isn’t the only one who wants to keep it a secret, Damien!” I said, “Don’t think for a moment that I’m not totally in control of this. Everything happens on my terms, not his, and when he’s with me he gives me nothing but respect, which is completely different to all of the other losers I’ve ever been with.” 

“Oh, and I’m supposed to just believe that? How many women out there say they’re in control of things when, really, they’re being taken for a ride but they’re just too damn blind to see it?”

“Aaron is the guy who saved my life the other night,” I finally said, “He was there, he chased the attacker off and he’s been patrolling my neighborhood almost every hour of the day since it happened. Where were you?” 

Damien’s face changed color. I’d plunged a dagger into his gut and blood poured out of his mouth in gushes. What had I done? “I’m sorry,” I said, “I didn’t—” 

“No, you’re right,” Damien said, backing away, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

Tiny shards of glass pooled beneath my eyes. “Damien, please wait.” 

He had his hand on the door. “No, I shouldn’t have come. I’m sorry. I was about to tell you not to settle for second best but I’m… this isn’t my place.”

“Damien, please,” I said. I practically begged.

But he opened the door and made for an escape. “I’ll see you in class,” he said on the way out. I had no choice but to let him leave.

As I went to lock the door I noticed Damien had left without taking the plastic bag he had brought with him. Inside there were some snacks and a copy of the original Carrie movie; a movie I’d told him at the cabin I wanted to see. He had told me he owned it but hadn’t a clue where he had put it. I guess he went and found it.

I threw the bag on the sofa and stormed back to my room, completely over the entire situation. Just last night he had been cyber-sexing his girlfriend! What gave him the right to be jealous about the company I kept? I wanted to scream, to thrash, or to throw something at the wall. But I was in too much pain to do any of that. 

So instead I just went to bed furious, but what happened the next morning made the bile go away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

 

 

I awoke to a gentle breeze and a coldness I couldn’t explain. In the sleepy moments between regaining consciousness and opening my eyes all I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but a strange tug pushed me to wakefulness. Though my vision was blurred, I saw hundreds of tiny luminous orbs, wafting in on the draft through the open window. 

They were like silver fireflies dancing an intricate dance. Some flew together, others flew separately, but they went about my room and filled it with light and a kind of cold that wasn’t at all uncomfortable or painful but somehow warm and comforting. Was I dead? Had the man with the knife come back and finished the job while I slept?

I blinked to shake the sleep off and watched a pair of flakes as they drifted toward me, hovering before my eyes. They scurried away from my hand as I tried to touch them, coasting around with intelligence. Several more came to me, whizzing past my face and ears, weaving in and out of my hair. Whispers filled the room, an incomprehensible cacophony I couldn’t hope to understand but enjoyed hearing all the same.

“What are you?” I asked.

But at the sound of my voice the orbs vanished dispersed into even tinier particles and left nothing but tiny sparkles falling to the ground. My silver spangled bedroom fell into a dismal grey once more, and this time the cold was starting to bother me. 

I refused to get out of bed for a few minutes hoping the fireflies would return, but they didn’t. So I took advantage of the early morning to have breakfast, which I didn’t normally get a chance to do, and left for class. Staying home another day was simply out of the question. Sure, I would get some looks, but I could always tell people I had been in a fight. Besides, I needed to brave the outdoors.

Walking the streets with a sharp eye reminded me of what it was like during high school. I would scan every bush, every car, and the corner of every building for potential bullies waiting to ambush me. But what could I do? I enjoyed being indoors sometimes, but I had class and work, a life to live. Was I supposed to spend my days afraid of leaving my own home just because some idiot with a knife tried to end me?

In any case, I wanted to see Damien. I had hoped and prayed the whole way to Raven’s Hall that he wouldn’t skip today like he did the other day so that I could speak to him, but oftentimes my prayers went unanswered. Did he hate me? It seemed like he did and I couldn’t blame him… could I? 

Gods. What a mess.

Shambling across campus with a still busted lip and an awkward walk was about as attention grabbing as I thought it was going to be. There were stares and whispers abound. I was the elephant in the room. But then I was used to that kind of thing, wasn’t I? So I kept my head down and walked with my music in my ears until—

“Miss Amber Lee,” Professor Simmons’ musky cologne assaulted me in the hall as I moved through the crowd. Damn near bumped into him.

I shifted my backpack over my shoulder and gave the tweed-clad professor a smile, removing my earbuds so that I could speak to him. “You remembered my name,” I said.

“Of course, how could I not? Most of my students last longer before channeling their inner Harry Houdinis.”

“I’m very sorry. I haven’t been feeling well and I—”

“That’s quite enough,” the professor interrupted, “I don’t want excuses, only results. No one forced you to take my class, Miss Lee, but you missed handing in an assignment, and now that you are enrolled I would expect you to show a higher level of commitment.”

The professor had seen it all before, heard every excuse. No amount of justification or faux explanation would’ve done me any good with this man, not even the truth. The truth would’ve probably been more unbelievable anyway. So I nodded, defeated, and accepted the scolding.  

Being noticed always left me feeling like a grown up in a ball-pit. The lime light, whether for good or ill, exposed more of me than I cared for anyone to see, and the professor had my number now; as did anyone else fortunate enough to have been within earshot when the professor laid into me.

I entered the lecture hall a good few paces behind the professor and found the row I’d been sitting at since the start. There, next to an empty seat with a backpack on it, eyes buried deep within a notepad, was Damien. I approached, shuffling past the other two students, and sat down. Damien glared at me when he didn’t know who I was, but when he glimpsed my copper locks he allowed his expression to soften, removed his backpack from my seat, and placed it by his side.

While unpacking my gear I tried to catch a glimpse of the page his eyes were on, but I found myself drawn to the way his jaw-length hair fell toward the desk and obscured all but his nose and chin. The tone for the entire lecture was set. Damien would avoid me, and I would attempt to spy on him. But after the first hour of it I’d had enough.

I thought I was over him.

On my notepad I wrote “I’m sorry. Stop avoiding me please. I’ve been practicing.” 

I slid it over to him.

Damien took the notepad, read the note, and cocked an eyebrow—though he wouldn’t, or couldn’t, meet my eyes. He gave no more than a nod, but that’s all I needed from him. After class we shuffled out of the room together and silently made our way to the Sycamore in the garden we had first exchanged words under. 

“I’m sorry,” Damien said, “I was totally out of line last night.”

“I wasn’t exactly reasonable either,” I said, “I shouldn’t have shouted at you. It’s just that I’m not used to being confronted like that.”

He had a face like someone who’d been up all night and I had a face like someone who had been beaten up. We were quite the pair. 

“I stuck my nose in your business and I shouldn’t have,” he said, “I’m no one to judge the people you’re with. I’m sure he’s a great guy.”

I wouldn’t exactly have said great, but I could tell he was trying. “It’s fine. Anyway, I told you I’d been practicing.”

“What did you practice?”

We sat down on the grass. “Clairvoyance,” I said, “It seemed to be the easiest thing to get into.”

“Most Witches start with Clairvoyance. What did you see?”

Good thing I came prepared. “I saw Eliza at home,” I lied, “She was watching a movie and playing with her phone. The vision was a little blurry but it cleared up. It was like watching TV.”

“The vision was that accurate?” 

“You seem surprised.” 

“Well, yeah. Clairvoyance is easy but most Witches just get impressions and flashes of images, tastes, smells.”

“What about emotions?”

“What do you mean?” 

I remembered the spark of happiness I experienced when I spied on Damien with his girlfriend. “Can emotions transfer to me through Clairvoyance?”

“It’s uncommon, but it happens if you have a strong enough link with someone.”

I stared at him in the warming light of the morning sun. The shadow from the Sycamore dimmed the light hitting his face but somehow emphasized his hazel eyes and made them sparkle. A strong enough link; is that what we have?

“What is it?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I said, “Anyway, I’ve never done anything like that before. If ever I had doubts I was a Witch, they’re all gone.”

Damien smiled. “I wouldn’t make something like that up. What would I have gained from lying to you?”

I shrugged. “You could’ve been a lunatic?”

“I guess you’re right. I could’ve been anyone feeding you any old line.”

“Instead you’re you, and you’ve opened me up to something I never would’ve known.”

“I think you always knew.” 

“Maybe. But I did learn something else.” 

“Oh?” 

A wicked grin spread across my face. “I learned that I’m already better at Clairvoyance than you are.” 

He smiled, looked away at nothing, and laughed. “Yeah, I guess you are.” 

When he looked back the light seemed to shoot out of his very eyes. How the hell were they drawing me in again? I was meant to be over him!

“Are you free tonight?” he asked.

 “Unless something comes up I’m free, why?”

“I had a dream last night, about my sister.” 

“Oh… are you alright?” I knew how badly thinking about his sister affected him.

“Yeah, I’m fine. I dream about her a lot. I don’t think she’s truly gone yet.”

“Hold on… you just used a bunch of words I don’t think you meant to use.” 

“No. I meant what I said.”

“So you mean that she could still… linger? Like a ghost?”

“You must believe in ghosts,” Damien said. It wasn’t a question. “So in the dream she called out to me so I ran to her. Then I found myself standing outside of her house. It was dark and cold and the house looked… I saw blood on the outer walls. She took my hand and led me inside. I kinda felt like I was floating.”

“Do you think she’s trying to tell you something?”

“I haven’t been to her house since I first got here, when I was looking for her. The place got locked down but no one’s been to it, no one’s living in it. It’s just sitting there like a sore on the neighborhood.”

“There has to be a reason for that.”

“I think Lilith is keeping the place unoccupied because there’s still something for me to find there.”

“Then we’ll go tonight,” I said, anticipating Damien’s request. 

“Are you… sure?” 

“I don’t have to work for a few days still. Eliza’s fine to run the shop without me. Besides, I’m going stir crazy at home.”

“Thanks,” Damien said, exhaling with relief, “You don’t know how much it means to me that you want to help with all this. Even after everything that’s happened.”

“Nothing’s happened, okay?”

Damien seemed to be perpetually humble. I could tell that somewhere inside him there lived a man full of quiet passion; but I feared he may have been pulled underwater when his sister died. Occasionally I’d catch snippets of that man, but they would be fleeting and difficult to keep hold of. I likened him to a ship at sea whose captain had been knocked unconscious during a storm. I wanted to help wake him up, but I didn’t know how.

When the conversation was over we stood and grabbed our backpacks. For a moment we stared each other in the shadow of the Sycamore. Were we trying to read each other? I wondered if he was having more luck than I was.

“I’ll see you tonight,” I said, “Come pick me up.”

“I will. Stay safe, Amber.”

A warm shiver raced up my spine as my name, spoken through his low voice, caressed my ears. I should’ve ignored the feeling, but the guy was like a magnet. Resisting him was almost as hard as resisting chocolate, and in twenty years I hadn’t yet won that fight. I had no idea what I was going to do about him, but I knew what was going to happen tonight.

We were going to go and hunt a ghost.

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

 

 

By the time I got home in the afternoon I’d already missed one of Aaron’s phone calls and refused to answer the text message that followed. What could I say to him? Sorry, we’ve gotten too close. Back up. I wasn’t sure what was going on with Aaron but the stark change from ferocious fuck buddy to alpha male with a kind heart left my head spinning. I simply couldn’t fit him on my plate. Not with everything that had happened to me lately. 

In a few short weeks my life had fallen off a shelf and shattered into a hundred pieces. And even though I was doing my best to put them all back into place the total picture wouldn’t ever be the same again, and I knew it. In some ways my life made more sense now. For example, I now knew what the cause for all the weird things happening around me had been—it was me—but in other ways my life seemed like it belonged to someone else. 

Someone knocked on the front door so hard I could swear the doorframe shook. With my heart in my throat, I approached the door and checked the peephole. Two uniforms stood on the other side wearing badges; Sherriff’s department. The blood drained from my face as I unlocked the door and opened it. 

“Hi, officers,” I said. A light drizzle was falling behind them. Their squad car sat on the sidewalk nearby.

“Amber,” said the Sheriff, “I’m sorry to bother you but we were wondering if we could have a moment of your time.” 

I didn’t hesitate. “Sure, yes, come in.” 

The cops came inside and I closed the door behind them. The Deputy fanned out and scanned the room while the Sheriff moved into the kitchen, presumably to talk to me, although for a moment—the briefest of instants—I got the impression they were looking for something. 

“Can I help you with something?” I asked.

“Sorry to bother you like this,” said the Sheriff, “But we’ve received reports of a few assaults taking place in this neighborhood, we just wanted to know if you knew anything.”

“Assaults?” I asked, “What kind of assaults?” 

“Two residents in the last couple of nights have been attacked by a masked man on their way home. Have you seen or heard anything suspicious?”

 “Suspicious?” I became painfully conscious that all I had done was reply with one worded questions, so I decided I would formulate a full reply the next time I was addressed.

“That looks like it hurt,” said the young deputy, gesturing toward my lip with his head.

He noticed. Of course he noticed. Think, Amber, think! “This? Sorry, actually, yes… I got mugged on the way home a couple of nights ago.”

“Did you report it to the police?” asked the Sheriff. 

“No… I didn’t—”

“You should’ve come to the station,” the Deputy said, cutting me off, “Why didn’t you report it?”

“As I was about to say, I didn’t think it was necessary. People get mugged all the time.”

“Was anything stolen? Were you badly hurt?” the Sheriff asked.

“No, I’m fine, I got beat up a little but that’s because I was trying to get away. I broke the strap on my bag fighting to keep it from him. Do you want to see it?” Maybe showing them a broken bag would help make my lie more convincing.

“No, that won’t be necessary,” the Sheriff said, shaking his head.

“You should report this kind of thing to the Sheriff’s department,” the Deputy offered, “We may have been in with a chance at catching him if you’d come forward.”

“I told you. I didn’t think it was a big deal.”

“Tell that to the girl in hospital.”

Hospital?

The Sheriff threw his deputy a stern frown and shut him up with the simple gesture. “Amber, what the Deputy means is that one of the people who got attacked is in critical condition.”

“Oh shit,” I said, “Will they be okay?”

“We hope so. This guy is very dangerous.”

“A real asshole,” the Deputy added. I noticed him checking out one of the trinkets on my bookshelf; a crystal pendulum hanging from a silver chain. My blood boiled. Who the fuck did he think he was that he could touch my stuff? 

“We want to make sure everyone’s as safe as possible,” the Sheriff said, “So if you remember anything you think is important, or you see anyone suspicious around here, please tell us.”

I nodded. 

“Where’s your boyfriend?” the Deputy asked. He put the pendulum back and cocked his head. Something about the Deputy’s voice made cold fingers crawl along my spine like ants on a log.

“My boyfriend?” I asked. 

“Yeah, the guy I’ve seen you around with.”

“He’s not—” I cut myself off before answering and thought about it. “He’s not here,” I said, “Why do you ask?”

“Nothing important; just that he’s not from around here is he?”  The Deputy approached. He had a cop’s swagger about his walk and his boots thumped hard on the ground with every step he took.

“No, he isn’t,” I said, “Although I don’t see why that’s important.”

“No reason,” he said, moving toward me and then past me, “But I’d be interested in asking him a few questions if I could. Tell him to give us a call when you see him, will ya?” 

The Sheriff approached, following his Deputy out the front door. “Don’t be surprised if you see a squad car here and there,” he said, “We’ll be keeping an eye on the whole neighborhood, just to make sure everyone’s safe.”

“Thanks for your help, officers,” I said, following them to the front door and shutting it hard and fast.

Maybe I shut it a little too quickly, but I wanted to see where they were going to next so I raced to my bay window and peeled back the curtains. The officers strolled away from my front door, walked past their car, and went on to the next house down the lane. I planted my forehead on the glass and relaxed now that they were gone.

Shit. Damien!

It took me four seconds to text him and ask him to hurry over to my place. Then I sat down on the ledge of the big bay window and waited as patiently as I could, watching the drizzle transform into furious droplets pouring out of thick, black clouds. They had come in number and taken the town by surprise, but they were here now and they were angry, pregnant with rain, and pulsing with crackling streaks and patches of blue and purple light.

Did the Sheriff really want Damien for questioning? What did Damien have to do with any of this? I couldn’t believe that they would single him out because he was new in town. So what if he was new? The person who attacked me wasn’t Damien—of that I was sure. I had spent enough time around him to know that the man who picked me up and beat the living daylights out of me was big, strong, and brutal. Damien was none of those things. But if that man had attacked two more people it meant he truly was dangerous, and if he were to strike again the Gods only knew what would happen to his next victim. 

I had to do something, but what could I do? I pressed my head against the cool window and shut my eyes tight. “I’m so fucking stupid,” I said to myself. “I couldn’t even defend myself. How can I defend anyone else?” 

That man had all but pulverized me in only a few seconds. Thinking about what happened, recalling the sting of the blows and the way his boot took the air out of my lungs, almost brought me to tears. But I wiped them from my eyes with the back of my sleeve and swallowed the feeling. I would not cry. Not now, not ever. I had to get stronger. 

Thunder rolled above, rumbling away in the distance. 

With my eyes firmly shut, I visualized the street in front of my house. I breathed on the window and traced a pentacle on the steamed glass with my index finger. The street, the lawns, the cars and trees on the other side of the road; even the power lines and transformers, street lights and road signs, all were bound together by Magick, and I could feel those currents and links, couldn’t I?

As I repeated the gesture with my finger, a strange swirling sensation enveloped me. I was a rock in a river, the water pulling all around me in ripples. I was a ship on the ocean, ripping the water with my prow and reshaping it. I was the wind, pushing the clouds with my breath. Becoming consciously aware of the Currents caused a warm vibration to race up my left hand and into my chest. I opened my eyes and stared up at the sky, drinking in the lightning show above. 

Then I felt compelled to speak.

“Hail unto you, oh Guardian of the Watchtower of the South,” I said. Thunder rolled as the words left my lips. “Powers of Fire and Manifestation,” I continued. My entire body was vibrating now. The river had turned to rapids; the calm ocean was swelling and frothing; the clouds were resisting my breath. The wind kicked up, pushing leaves along with it. Cables from the power lines across the street began to sway. 

The buildup of energy around me was clear, but was I causing it?

“I invoke thee,” I whispered, but nothing happened. So I waited, counted, and repeated the words. “I invoke thee.”

Still nothing. 

Finally I opened my eyes, stared up at the sky, and said the words loudly. When I was done, a bolt of lightning came shooting out of the sky. It arched into a nearby transformer and blew it out in a spectacular display of sparks and flame. I shielded my eyes and turned away from the explosion but I heard the bang and felt the vibrations in my chest. 

When I opened my eyes, the power was out in the house. I shot upright and glanced around only to find it dark and glum. My right hand burned as if I had just picked up a hot dish of food, my chest was still shaking from the vibrations, and the air reeked of burnt ozone. It took a minute for me to calm down and come back to earth and only another minute or so for Damien to arrive. 

I was still shaking when I opened the door.

“Hey,” I said, letting him in. The living room was dark but I fetched a towel from the bathroom and handed it to him. He had brought an umbrella, but the rain was falling on the back of a harsh wind rendering any umbrellas practically useless. And now he was soaked.

“Some weather, huh?” he asked, wiping his face dry. 

“Yeah, it just came out of nowhere… lightning shot out of the sky and blew the transformer out and everything.” 

“I saw,” Damien said. He stared at me from beneath his wet mop of hair. “You have to be careful calling the South. No single Witch can channel the South.” 

“You knew it was me?” I asked.

“The Currents don’t lie. When a Witch uses Magick other Witches feel it.” He handed me the towel. “First the currents pull toward the Witch, and then they explode outward.”

“I’m sorry, I just thought—”

“Don’t mention it okay?” he said, interrupting. “You’ll learn. Just be careful. Let’s go and do what we have to do... and not blow out any more electronics along the way.” 

“We’ll take my car,” I said, grabbing my jacket. 

No single Witch can channel the South. I wondered why, if that was true, I felt compelled to call for the South and not any of the other Watchtowers.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

 

 

I didn’t know who Lilith Colt was before she died, but I remember my heart wrenching when her pictures got plastered over every local TV newscast. It was a cold, rainy afternoon as I recalled it. Eliza and I were at my place eating Indian take-out and watching old movies. We both went white when the news popped up on my social media feed. 

She had been the second girl of around our age to die in a short period of time. Neither one of us wanted to entertain the idea this had been done on purpose so we were relieved when the cops ruled out anything suspicious. But here I was. I had been attacked, had received a weird visit from the Sheriff, and I was about to chase down a ghost for answers with a sexy guy at my side. 

Could things get any weirder?

Though only a stone throw’s away from my house, getting to Lilith’s place seemed to take far longer than it should have. The power surge from the broken transformer had knocked out all of the power this side of Raven’s Glen—that meant traffic lights too. The streets were packed with tail lights and exhausts, uniformed officers were doing a crap job at directing traffic, and the silence in the car wasn’t helping the time go by any faster. 

Neither one of us, it seemed, knew what to say or had anything to say. 

So we waited and waited…and waited… and eventually arrived at the street where Damien’s sister used to live. Her house, I noticed, was a regular suburban not unlike mine. It had a driveway, a front lawn, and a backyard with a tall sycamore standing out from behind. But the building somehow looked darker, and more ominous. The two bay windows at the front of the house swallowed the glow from the streetlights resulting in a cream building with two, almost circular, dark shadows on its front face. And with the brown door—which looked black at night—between them, it was difficult not to see the resemblance to a human skull from the street. 

Mustering my courage, I parked the car in the drive and glanced at Damien, who hadn’t moved from the passenger’s seat. 

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Damien said, “I’m fine. Just gotta get out of my own head.”

“We’ll get in and get out, okay? It’ll be easy.”

But Damien didn’t seem to share my enthusiasm. He stepped out of the car without another word and waited for me to do the same. We stared at the gloomy house for a moment before approaching the front door. The rain ceased as we arrived, but a howling wind remained, kicking up wet leaves and twigs all around us as we walked along the path on either side of which I noticed a collection of garden gnomes. The ones which hadn’t been stolen lay in pieces on the grass, some broken and others shattered. One such mangled garden gnome pointed an accusatory finger at the house.

Finally we reached the brown door. Damien didn’t have a key but he picked up a faux rock, turned it over, and located the spare key. He paused for a moment, staring at the way the light reflected off the metal, and pensive. What was he seeing?

“Damien?” I said.

He snapped out of it, retrieved the key, and put the rock back on the ground. Time seemed to slow to a complete halt as Damien slipped the key into the lock, turned it, and pushed the door open. It groaned as it swung, almost in protest at being disturbed, and a stale, cold breath exhaled from inside.  

Without skipping a beat, Damien stepped into the tomb-like house with his hands by his side and his fists clenched tight. I followed, doing my best to control my steadily quickening breath, and helped myself to a cursory glance of the front room, but a quick gust of wind pushed the door shut behind me with a loud smack and I almost jumped out of my skin. 

“Shit,” I said.

Damien turned around. “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Yeah, fine, that just scared me is all.” 

I couldn’t see much of the house behind him—there wasn’t enough ambient light—but the darkness seemed to be moving, swirling, as if there were people in the house. My chest started to feel a little tight. I wanted Damien to get moving already, but remained motionless.

“What are we waiting for?” I asked. 

“I’m not sure,” he said, “But if we’re going to find answers they’ll be here somewhere.”

I shared Damien’s opinion. Somehow, I thought, we had to be here, doing this, right at this exact moment. Call it Fate, or a Calling, or even a Summoning. The conditions were right for us to be in the house right now, only I had no idea why we had to be here. 

Careful and silent, we moved into the adjacent living room, mindful of our bodies in relation to any furniture we could trip over or knock over. Everything seemed to be exactly as it had been left; TV, couch, tables and lamps. I even saw Lilith’s altar in the corner of the room, sitting in the shadow of the large sliding window to the patio. It was a wooden podium with a fresh pinewood scent and seemed light enough to be portable. A crimson, gold-trimmed mantle had been draped over it. I noted a rectangular indentation in the cloth where a book should’ve been.

Every so often I would glance over at Damien to see what he was doing but he didn’t seem to know where to go. The memories must have been tough to deal with, though. A cold chill crawled up my left arm and caused my flesh to break out into prickles as if someone had dragged a cube of ice over it. 

Fluttering curtains. Bedsheets. 

In my mind the image of a bedroom was starting to form. A bed, thick curtains, dressers, slippers and night gowns; all the things one would associate with a warm, comfortable room to sleep in. I wondered where it had come from, but the thought didn’t seem like it was my own. It felt implanted somehow.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” I said.

Damien didn’t argue and went ahead first, climbing the stairs to the second floor. The wallpaper on the staircase wall seemed discolored at points, as if pictures had been removed from their original place. Odd, I thought, since everything else had been left where it was. I thought about asking Damien what kind of pictures used to be on this wall but I doubted if he knew. The way he told it his sister had moved here and he hadn’t visited much.

The door to Lilith’s bedroom was ajar when we arrived and was creaking, swinging open and shut, with a stray breeze. Damien went to it and pushed, and the door gave way to a mess of a bedroom. The bed was undone, dresser drawers were untucked, and Lilith’s closet seemed to have thrown up its contents all over the bed and floor. 

I rubbed my shoulders as I walked in to the room, noting the cold, and went for the window. A howling wind strong enough to rattle branches and shutters threatened to spill indoors if I didn’t close it, so I closed it and then got a good look at the bedroom. It was big—bigger than mine. It seemed like maybe she had knocked the wall to the guest room down and built a large bedroom with a king sized bed for herself. 

Smart. Maybe I should do that, I thought.

Then I saw the photographs scattered over the bed and shut the random thoughts out of my mind. I picked a few of them up to examine them, but I did so carefully, as if they were priceless old documents stored in a museum. The first photo was a portrait featuring younger versions of Lilith and Damien, smiling, with the Golden Gate Bridge as a backdrop. I smiled with them. There were a few such pictures of the siblings in various parts of what I figured was San Francisco; eating at a restaurant, another of the pair on a boat, and so on. In one of the pictures the girl had a post-it note on her forehead with the word Lily on it.

“I had almost forgotten about that,” Damien said. He was standing over my shoulder. “She never liked the name Lilith, so she insisted we call her Lily instead. When we didn’t, she made post-its and walked around with them on her forehead for weeks.”

“She’s beautiful,” I said. 

Lily had brown curly locks, tattoos on her shoulders, and perfect elfin features. She could’ve been a model! I found a few more photos of just her posing for the camera, but the distance between her and the lens made me question who took them. After digging through the pile I found my answer, and the answer set my heart running.

“Damien,” I said, shakily handing him the picture. 

Damien’s nostrils flared. We both recognized the man in the picture; his plump lips and gap tooth were all over the news a few weeks ago. Frank, the primary suspect in what was, originally, Lilith’s murder case, stared back at us from the frame. Lilith pouted into the camera while Frank smiled widely. Still, someone else must have taken that one. But seeing Frank’s face again was shocking.

“Are you alright?” I asked. 

“I’m fine,” Damien said. 

I rubbed his shoulder. “His alibi was airtight.”

“That doesn’t mean anything; it just means he had people who could lie for him.”

“Did you know she had a boyfriend?” I asked still sifting through other pictures to find more of Frank.

Damien shook his head. 

I handed Damien another picture of Lily. Another answer, this time to the question I had just asked. Lily’s lips were lovingly locked with another woman’s, though I didn’t recognize her at all. The photo, I noted, was taken in the Raven’s Glen town square. I recognized City Hall looming in the background. The photographer must have been Frank. 

“What about a girlfriend?” I asked.

Damien took the picture and nodded. Maybe he knew or maybe he didn’t—he wasn’t being very clear with that—but he went silent for a while so I decided to let him be while I went around the room looking for anything else of importance and trying hard not to disturb anything. 

My attention was soon pulled toward the open dresser on one of the long walls. Like a bloodhound with a scent, I reached into the drawer, pulled aside some clothes, and unhooked a clasp until a loose board came off. 

Beneath it I found a diary; Lily’s diary.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

 

 

I sat on the edge of the bed with Lilith’s diary in my hands while Damien tried to make sense of the photos. The thought of peering into her personal life left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I wasn’t presented with any other choice. The diary was dated, and the first entry was written in January of this year, meaning that she may have kept other diaries although I didn’t have a clue where they would be.

Lily wrote an entry every couple of days, whenever she had a moment do to so. I admired her tidy handwriting and enjoyed the mundaneness of her life. Though Lily was a Witch, she did her best to keep her day-to-day affairs as Magick free as possible. In fact, I got the impression that her worst days usually coincided with times where she had decided to use Magick—out of need or convenience.

As I flicked through the pages, mention of a girl called Joanna and a man named Frank started to appear. Frank was Lily’s best friend, a Witch and an ex-junkie. According to the diary, her and Joanna were trying to get Frank off the drugs and succeeding. Joanna, I learned, was Lily’s girlfriend; Lily, like Frank, was gay. 

The diary entries were light at first, detailing the move to Raven’s Glen, the daily struggles of suburban life, happy moments and fights, and even accounts of the first few rituals the Coven performed together. I had never met another real Witch before Damien came into my life. Everything was happening so fast.

Then I read something that made me float away on a cloud. But the feeling wasn’t a comfortable one. It was as if the room had started to elongate to the point where the words on the diary were no longer readable. I struggled to find my breath and shook my head, then came down from the cloud. 

“Joanna’s dead,” read the diary, entry marked just a few weeks before Lily had died, “This morning they found her hanging from a tree in the woods. I’m devastated. I can’t cry anymore. I don’t feel anything now. My whole world is gone and I don’t know why. All I know is that I don’t want to live without her.”

“Damien,” I said, though I had to cough to clear my throat before the words came out. “Come have a look at this.”

He sat beside me and we shared the diary between us. The entries were hard to read, each like a blow to the gut—a kick from a boot. A ball wedged itself into my throat and my eyes glistened more with every turning of the page, tears threatening to spill over at any second. Diary entries were made every night from the moment of Joanna’s death, and they took a dramatic turn for the strange and the ghoulish as time went on. 

Lily described seeing Joanna everywhere, from dreams, to supermarkets, to her bedroom window at night. Lights would go on and off around the house, doors would slam shut, windows would open and close and she would frequently return home to find her bedroom an upturned mess. Glancing at the disorder all around me I wondered what the bedroom looked like the last night Lily slept there, and if the activity had continued since.

“Open the last entry,” Damien said.

“I’m going to find her tonight,” the entry read, “If Joanna is trying to tell me something then it’s time I did what she was asking. Maybe that’ll bring her peace. I caught a Raven tonight and read its entrails; they told me to go to the spot where Joanna was found. I don’t know what I’ll find, but I can’t take much more of this.

I love her. I just want to be with her again.”

A strange weight descended upon my shoulders as I read the last line. Damien was oblivious to the change in the atmosphere, stuck as he was reading and re-reading the words, but something wasn’t right. It was as if the room was filling with water at a super-fast rate, and the pressure building from the sheer volume of the water was about to explode in all directions. 

I stood bolt-upright, hands clenched tight, and listened to my heart hammering against my chest. Then I heard a crack coming from the window, and another, and another, then it shot open with a mighty moan and all manner of windy hell came screaming into the room. The door to the hall slammed shut, photos and clothes circled around the room caught in the tempest, and dresser drawers opened and closed on their own.

“Damien!” I said as I rushed toward the window. It was bucking up and down now, wildly and of its own volition. So I grabbed it and pulled, but my fingers were turned white and I wasn’t getting anywhere. That’s when I saw the face. 

Like a breath of hot air on cold glass, a face was manifesting on the window right before my very eyes. Cold and grey and dead, the image was the likeness of Joanna, but her face was twisted with hate and anger and she was screaming and thrashing with a mouth as wide as a football and eyes as black as night. I thought it was going to swallow me whole, and for a moment—the briefest of instants—I would welcome death. Anything to spare my mind of the horror it was being subjected to.

“Get away from the window!” Damien yelled. 

His voice snapped me out of it. I lunged for the bed and threw myself on it as the window came crashing down and locked without anyone touching it. Immediately the activity ceased; the wind died, the drawers stopped kicking, the bedroom door creaked open. All I could hear was my heart, and in the back of my mind, the Gods-awful wail of the banshee at the window.

“Amber,” Damien said, “Are you alright?” 

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t answer. It was like being in a nightmare, when you move your mouth to talk or scream but nothing happens for a time until you wake up and you sigh because it was only a dream. Only this wasn’t a dream. I wouldn’t just wake up from this.

Finally, I swallowed, blinked, and said “What… the fuck?”

Damien grabbed my hand. “I don’t know,” he said, “Let’s just get out of here.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice. I picked up as many photos as I could get, grabbed the diary, and headed for the stairs. 

The whole house seemed different as we left. The air was so thick it was like being wrapped up in cellophane and all around us we could hear bumps and knocks, as if the house itself was trying to kick us out. 

I couldn’t think, my mind coming up empty. I wanted to try and explain everything to myself, to encourage my logical brain to kick in and take over so that reason could triumph over fear. But the neurons weren’t firing and I knew I was fighting a losing battle. I didn’t imagine that face; that cold, dead, angry face. And I would never forget the terrible sound it made. It wasn’t a physical sound, not one I could hear with my own ears, but I heard it in my mind. 

And somehow that was worse.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY

 

 

In our hurry we hadn’t bothered to check if the coast was clear when we left the house. So when we stepped into the front yard we were confronted by two tall, broad shouldered individuals; the Sheriff and his Deputy. The Sheriff was standing by the front door, towering over Damien and I while his deputy hung back a few paces. Both men were black silhouettes in front of the high beams shooting out of the squad car behind them, and both men threw long shadows across the yard and over the walls of the house. 

“You two taking a stroll?” The Sheriff asked. 

“Did we do something wrong?” I asked.

“We got a report of a couple of kids snooping around an abandoned house. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that would you?” 

“Kids? Snooping? I—”

“This is my sister’s house,” Damien said, interrupting, “I have a key.”

“That so?” the Sheriff asked.

Damien nodded. “I can show you my ID too if you want. Lilith Colt lives here. I’m her brother Damien.”

“Lilith Colt is dead,” the Deputy snapped, “Her own brother should know that.”

“Maybe, but this is still her house and I have a right to be here.”

The Sheriff eyed us both, his expression as solid and unmoving as a mountain. Reading him proved to be impossible, not without Magick.

“If you’re going to visit a dead relative’s home then fine, but be quiet about it. This is a good neighborhood. We don’t need people causing a ruckus.”

Ruckus? “Wait, what—” I was about to speak, but Damien took my hand and squeezed it so I shut up. 

“Sorry Sheriff,” Damien said, “We’ll be quiet next time.”

“Go home and get some sleep,” the Sheriff said, “Tomorrow I’d like for you to come down to the station so that I can ask you a few questions. Understood?” 

“Alright. I’ll come in first thing.” 

The Sheriff nodded, turned around, and headed toward his car. The Deputy kept his eyes on us until the last, stepping into the car a few moments after the Sheriff had. I took a deep breath as the car disappeared, and then turned to Damien. 

“What in the world just happened tonight?” 

“I don’t know yet,” Damien said, “But you should go home and get some rest.”

“And you?” 

“I will too. I have to meditate on this.”

“But Damien… what about Frank? We need to talk to him. I don’t think he had anything to do with what happened to your sister, or Joanna. They were friends, Damien.”

Damien shook his head. “I don’t think so either.” He sighed. “C’mon, go home, clear your mind and your aura from all this stuff and get some rest. I’ll come to the shop tomorrow and we’ll talk about Frank.” 

I nodded and let go of his hand. “Let me drive you home at least.”

Just like our drive to Lily’s place, Damien and I sat in silence. We parted ways without more than a tired goodbye, which spoke volumes about the way Damien was feeling. I wanted to help, but I also didn’t have any energy left in me to help him with. So I conceded to letting him go home alone and went home myself.

Once home I locked up, ate some grapes, undressed, and took a bowl of water into my attic wearing nothing but my red ritual robe. I lit a few candles, drew a pentacle into the ground, and sat cross-legged in front of my circle of power. I brushed my hair out of my face and over my head, then slid the robe off my shoulders and let it fall behind me.

In my mind I called a beautiful orb of silvery light from the aether and asked it to envelop me in a protective cocoon. “I am protected by your might, oh Gracious Goddess, day and night,” I said, repeating the prayer under my breath. I dipped my right hand into the bowl and dripped some over my naked shoulders. The cold water trickled down my chest and breasts toward the ground, exciting my warm skin.

I continued for a while, uttering the prayer of protection and cleansing and allowing myself to get lost in my own movements. With wet fingertips I lightly caressed my tender flesh; arms, breasts, stomach, legs, and feet, and letting the tingles roll over me as I went. This wasn’t a sexual thing, it was meant to cleanse me of stress and anxiety and any negativity that may have hooked on to my aura from my visit to Lily’s place. I had done it before, but never had I felt the tiny vibrations I was feeling in my chest and hips tonight. 

When I opened my eyes again the room was littered with tinkling, sparkling silver motes fluttering all around. Some got close enough to bounce off my skin and pinpricks raced through me each time it happened. I smiled at them and extended my arms, and instead of disappearing they approached and surrounded me, landing on my arms and hands and dancing for me; unafraid.

“I am your child,” I said in a soft voice, and the motes spread out and came together again almost in acknowledgement of what I had just said.

I watched, then, as a formation of silver motes floated toward the middle of the room. Soon others joined them, and each individual light added to the other’s creating a brilliance no single sliver could have produced on their own. Together they formed a shining silver orb, and I recognized them—and it—for what they—and it—were. 

This was the Goddess, and she was here with me.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

 

 

I must have stayed up too late the night before because I wasn’t ready for the world the next day. With no energy inside of me I staggered to class, struggled to stay awake during the lectures, and barely made it to the bookstore in one piece. I collapsed on the arm chair like a dead weight as soon as it was within reach.

“Jesus, Amber,” said Eliza, “What the hell happened to you?”

I groaned.

“Are you hung over?”

“I’m tired,” I said, grumbling.

“Yeah, no shit.” Eliza grabbed my face and turned it towards her. My eyes snapped open all on their own. “Here, drink this.”

I downed the half can of coke she was holding in her hand and propped myself up on the seat. “Thanks,” I said.

Eliza sat on the other arm chair and examined me. “So? Aren’t you gonna tell me what, or who, kept you up all night?” 

“I’m really not in the mood for an interrogation.”

“Well, you better get in the mood because it’s coming.”

I sighed. “I don’t know. College is tougher than I thought. I’m up reading all night and I’m not sleeping well, I guess.”

“Is everything okay?” 

“Everything’s fine, there’s just a lot to do.” I wasn’t sure where I was going with the lie. Eliza had seen me devour whole books in a single evening without skipping a beat. I didn’t know if she was buying any of it.

“I think I know what’s going on,” she said.

“You do?” 

“C’mon, you can’t keep things from me. You’re a terrible liar.”

“I am,” I confessed, nodding at the floor.

“How long are you gonna keep you and Damien a secret from me?”

I turned my eyes up at her and caught the grin on her face. “Damien? Why do you say Damien?” 

“Well, I know it’s not the work so it has to be a guy. Process of elimination.”

“We’re just friends, Eliza. You know I’d tell you if something happened between us.”

“Would you?” she asked, pursing her lips into a u-shaped smile, “I don’t think you would. I think you’d keep it quiet from me.”

“And why would I lie to you about a guy?”

“Because you like keeping your secrets; I know you, baby. Better than you think.”

“Maybe, but it’s not Damien, alright? So can we drop it there?”

Eliza stood and raised her hands. “Alright, if you say so; but I know you. You’re hiding something.” She checked her phone for the time. “You’re lucky I’ve gotta be at this Antenatal appointment in… now. So I’m gonna get out of here.”

“I’ll take care of the shop, don’t worry,” I said.

“I’m not worried,” she said, “But I will sniff you out, Miss Lee. Mark my words.”

Eliza grabbed her bag from the counter and made a swift exit. Thank the Goddess. I loved Eliza with all my heart, but I had been keeping the truth from her a lot lately. Part of me couldn’t even meet her eyes out of the guilt of it all, but what could I have said to her? Sorry, I’m a True Witch so I’m doing Witchy things without you and Evan. My status as a True Witch was going to test our sisterhood, and it made me sick to my stomach. 

A few customers trickled in during the course of the afternoon; enough to keep me awake and to justify my being there as far as dollars and cents went. But my eyelids were heavy and I couldn’t find a moment of clear concentration no matter how hard I tried. At around five o’clock, the door to the bookshop tinkled open and Damien stepped in wearing a long-sleeved black top I had grown to enjoy seeing him in. 

“Hey,” he said, approaching. You look… different.” 

“Different?” I asked.

“Sorry, I don’t think I’ve really seen your eyes in this light before. You have really nice eyes.”

My cheeks burned red. The sunlight was starting to fall over the buildings beyond the street so the bookshop was cast all in honey and wood tones. My green eyes must have stuck out, but I couldn’t exactly see them. 

“Way to wake a girl up,” I said, smiling. “I’ll accept your compliment today.” 

“Good,” he said, sitting down on the spare stool. “Tired?”

“Yeah, spent. Last night really took it out of me.”

“I’m not surprised. Using Magick, even just feeling it, takes it out of you.” 

He produced a box he had brought with him and placed it on the counter. The side read “Mary’s Cupcakes” and the transparent top revealed a set of delicious chocolate treats inside. I should have recognized the box when he brought it in, but I was too tired to even notice.

“You know, normally, when someone brings me food, it’s because they want something. You’ve just dropped my favorite cupcakes in front of me; tell me what you’d like and it’s yours.” 

Damien smiled. “I don’t want anything. I just figured we haven’t had a real conversation since the cabin. I thought you could use some company in your—this is your last hour before closing, right?”

I nodded and smiled. “It is. This is the quiet hour.”

“Then you don’t mind me sticking around for a while? I don’t have anything else to do, and—”

“I accept your request,” I said, “And these delicious cupcakes. You’re welcome to stay here as long as you like. Only, we have to sit over there.”

I hopped around the counter and sat on one of the arm chairs, placing the box on the table between the chairs and opening it to let the warm, chocolatey smell escape. They were warm, too! 

“Oh God,” I said, picking one up. “And they’re fresh! You sure do know how to strike a deal.”

“I didn’t get them because I wanted something from you,” he said as he joined me. “I only wanted to do something nice for you. Last night was… crazy.” 

His smile; I couldn’t keep my eyes off it. 

“You didn’t have to, Damien. Really, you didn’t.” I picked one of the cupcakes up and handed it to him. “But now you have to share them with me, so, bottoms up.”

I took a bite out of my cupcake and we sat in silence for a moment, our mouths full of hazelnut, buttercream and spongey goodness. A soft moan, emanating from my belly, radiated out of me like a warm glow. Damien, likewise, seemed to enjoy his—although his manner of eating wasn’t quite as euphoric as mine.

When we were each done with one cupcake I folded the paper it came in and placed it on the table. 

“You know,” I said, “I thought you were staring at me the first time we met.” 

“I’m sorry, I’m a little awkward.”

“I know. Don’t worry, it’s fine, I’m awkward too. I don’t deal well with people.”

“You seem to do okay with me.”

“Once I’ve hung around someone enough, sure, but it isn’t easy.”

“I don’t like crowds,” Damien confessed, “I blend into the background half the time. As a teen I was that kid who trailed off and sat on a bench on his own while his group of friends mingled nearby.”

“And I bet all the pretty girls came over to see if you were okay?”

Damien laughed. 

“Am I right?” I prodded.

“They weren’t always pretty.”

I grinned. “Can I try something on you?” I asked.

“Sure,” Damien said.

I shuffled my seat closer to Damien’s and asked for his hand, which he offered without much thought. I opened his palm and gazed into it, tracing the lines with my fingertips. He had such smooth skin. 

“Are you about to read my palm?” Damien asked.

“You taught me how to use Magick,” I said, “So let me use it.”

Damien nodded and fell silent. 

I gazed into his palm and closed my eyes, trying my hardest to feel the Currents of Magick around us but paying close attention to the ripples his aura caused in the ethereal waters. The whole process seemed part alien, part natural. The palm reading was simple enough, but the Currents of Magick thing… it would be some time before I got the hang of that.

“Your favorite band is… the Foo Fighters,” I started, “You play an instrument. I’m hearing percussion; drums. You prefer blue over red, but both are needed to make purple—your true favorite. How close am I?”

“Pretty close.”

I opened my eyes and smiled. “Impressed?”

Damien nodded. “You’ve picked it all up way faster than I did.”

“It helps that I have a good teacher,” I said, still holding his hand. “Who I’m already better than, by the way.”

Damien smiled and his hazel eyes twinkled against the dying light. But then he caught sight of us still holding each other and slipped free, almost on instinct. 

He nodded over to the desk. “What are you reading?” he asked.

Way to change the subject, I thought.

“Oh this?” I said, picking the book up from the table. “IT. Stephen King.” I dropped the book in his lap.

“I’ve never read it,” he said, staring at the haunting clown on the cover. 

“You read any of Stephen King’s books before?”

“I… don’t read much at all.”

“Really? Not even horror? I thought you loved horror.”

“Yeah, movies…”

“Oh… yeah, you’re missing out then.”

“That’s what everyone says.” He put the book back on the table. “Books are always better than movies and all that.”

“They are. That’s just a fact.”

“I don’t know. Movies are pretty good too.”

“Yeah, movies are fun to watch, but they’re over too quickly. And besides, a movie has never hooked me in quite like a good book has. With a book you live with the character. You feel their fear, their pain, and their love.”

Damien gave me a polite nod but I could tell he wasn’t being swayed.

“You know what?” I said, standing, “Let’s go find you a few books.”

“What?” he asked.

“You heard me. Up.” 

Damien followed me through the aisles and held on to every book I passed him; horror titles, mainly, but a few Fantasy authors made the cut too. I made a mental note of each book I gave him and then wrote them down in a notepad I kept in the drawer beneath the counter. By the time closing rolled along the stack of books had grown so large that Damien could barely hold onto them all. So we stuffed the books into the back room, behind a pile of boxes, and I picked one for him to read. 

I landed on The Woman in Black. 

“Read this,” I said, handing it to him, “And when you’re done you can bring it back and take another one,” I said.

“Don’t I have to pay?” he asked.

“Schh. I’m starting a private lender’s club. Just don’t tell Eliza.”

“You’re serious?”

“Deadly serious. You need to read these books so that we can talk about them when we’re watching the movies… you know, to compare which ones were better.”

Damien carefully slid the book into his backpack. “I’ll take good care of it,” he said.

“And I’m sure you will. But you’d better read it quick. I expect progress reports daily, as well as a run-down of what’s going on. I don’t care if it’s three pages or thirty. You read, or else.”

“Or else what?” he asked, cocking a playful eyebrow.

“Well, I can’t withhold sex from you, so—”

A loud thump that seemed to have come from the main window to the bookstore yanked us away from our conversation, leaving my half-joke hanging in the air for all to see. 

“What was that?” Damien asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, although in truth my heart was already in my throat.

Damien carefully circled the counter and made his way toward the front door, which was partially obscured by a shoulder-height bookshelf. I watched him open it, and then duck as a huge black bird came rushing into the store, squawking and flapping in some kind of frenzy.

I ducked behind the counter and screamed for Damien, who came running after a moment. We watched the bird circle the bookstore, flying high enough to avoid hitting anything, and then stop on one of the tall beams that ran across the length of the shop. It stared down at us, hopped around, and shook violently.

“That’s a fucking Raven!” I said.

The Raven shook again, cocked its head, and started to caw. I didn’t want to admit it, but a strange chill had entered the store, barking at the Raven’s heels. But I was sure Damien sensed it too, even if he didn’t quite feel it on his flesh just yet. 

After a few seconds of what sounded like polite cawing, the Raven started to flap its wings and croak even louder than before, seemingly frustrated by our lack of understanding. I struggled to make out what it was saying at the start, but it didn’t take me long to hear the word for what it was; even if I didn’t exactly hear it with my own ears but rather with my mind’s eye.

Frank.

Frank.

Frank.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

 

 

It was time to find Frank. That much the bird had decided for us. 

When we got the message the bird made for the front door and waited. I swallowed hard, stood up from behind the counter, and then I strode over to the front door and opened it without paying the Raven any mind. It flew out almost immediately, and I breathed a deep sigh of relief. 

“That,” I said, “Is how it’s done.” 

Damien joined me by the front door, breathing heavily, and ran his hands through his hair. “That was the Raven you saw the day you took a dip, wasn’t it?”

“Pretty sure no other Raven has been following me around.”  

“So I guess we go and find Frank, then, huh?” 

I nodded and we set ourselves to the task of figuring out where he lived. As it turned out, Finding Frank’s address didn’t prove to be as difficult a task as I had originally thought. We knew his last name and it was listed in the phone book under a registered address, so after we drove over straight away as the bird had urged us to do. 

I had never met the strange man in person, but I remembered what the public had to say about him. Faggot. Satanist. Murderer. Of course, back then he was accused of having murdered a very lovely young woman, and if the authorities had found him guilty they probably would have been able to pin Joanna’s death on him too. I mean, if the Sheriff was suspicious of Damien simply because he was from out of town, was it any wonder, really, of the way they had treated Frank?

But Frank probably didn’t want pity, so I pushed those thoughts to the back of my mind and went on with my mission. 

We found Frank’s apartment on the third floor of one of several identical low-rise buildings close to the center of town. The neighborhood was still pretty busy, but once we entered the building all was quiet—that is until we reached Frank’s floor. Heavy rock music was ripping through the hall. Drums and percussion beats slamming into walls as hard as bullets. 

There were four deadbolt locks lined up vertically along one side of the door to Frank’s place. I knocked a few times but the music swallowed just about every other sound on the floor. Damien glanced around the corridor and placed his hand against the door. I sensed a ripple of power spill out of him and touch me, and my body shuddered. He was doing something to the door, but I couldn’t quite make out what it was. 

I didn’t hear the deadbolts unlock on their own over the music, but when I saw Damien effortlessly push the door open I knew what he had done beyond a shadow of a doubt, and my body started to shake with the excitement of what he had just done. Or maybe my own power was reacting to his in some strange way? 

Beyond the closed door lived a dim, untidy apartment that smelt vaguely like alcohol and… disinfectant? I stepped inside as the music assaulted my ears and found a tall, lanky man in the dark room, strewn out over a sofa, with a needle to his arm. Without thinking, I dashed deeper into the room and with a flick of my wrist sent the needle flying out of the man’s hand and into the wall on the far side of the room. 

Did I just throw telekinesis at him?

The man shot bolt-upright, wide eyed, and backed away from us; stumbling over an empty bottle and collapsing to the ground on his ass. I couldn’t hear what the man was saying but the defensive expression on his face and the wide O of his mouth was easy enough to read. He was surprised we had gotten in, shocked that I had thrown Magick at him, and he wanted us to get the fuck out.

I brought my hands up, the same way I would have if someone was aiming a gun at me. “Frank,” I said, knowing we had our guy, “We’re here to help.” But I doubted he could hear me over the music.

His surprise turned to a scowl and he glared at me with eyes like knives. The skin on my arm started then to crawl, and then it burned! I gaped at my forearm, watching the skin as it grew irate and red. The burn was starting to make me feel sick, and when the blisters started to show I couldn’t take it anymore. My hands dropped and I cradled my arm, screaming from the pain. 

But Damien grabbed me and pulled me behind him, and with a single gesture he plunged the room into darkness and silence. The front door slammed shut. Frank and Damien stared at each other for a moment in the dark without saying a word, but my skin was still burning and the sudden loss of music left a loud ringing in my ears. 

“Let her go,” Damien demanded.

“Or what?” 

The empty bottle Frank had tripped over earlier started to roll, then it levitated and hovered close to Frank’s head. “Or I’ll break this bottle on your skull.” 

Frank’s heavy breathing was all I could hear for a couple of moments, but at least the burning had stopped. 

“We’re not here to hurt you,” Damien said.

“Bullshit!” Frank spat. 

“I’m Lily’s brother.”

Silence hung in the air.

“Get out of my house,” Frank said. “You hear me? I don’t want you in my house!” 

Damien pulled his phone from his pocket and seconds later a sharp, bright, white light popped on. It wasn’t a strong light, but it was powerful enough to illuminate Frank’s form at the back of the room. He approached with the phone in his hand and then turned it so that Frank could see. It was the picture of Damien and Lily in San Francisco. 

Soft sobs soon filled the silence and I knew we had broken through. But this man was quite clearly broken, and I needed to be careful. So, despite the pain in my arm, I approached through the darkness and tried to take Frank’s hand. “Frank,” I said, “You need to believe that we’re here to help. Lily led us to you.” 

Frank looked up at me but avoided my eyes. He had a perpetual sneer strewn across his face, as if the sight of me disgusted him. His cheeks were hollow, his pupils constricted, and his sunken eyes were red from over crying. I also hadn’t seen a man as bony as he was; his clothes seemed to just about hang off his frame as if he were a human clothes hangar. 

“Lily sent you?” he asked. 

I nodded and Frank wrapped his arms around my neck, hugging me and crying into my shoulder. He reeked of alcohol and was in desperate need of a shower, but I didn’t much care. I rubbed his back and comforted him.

“I knew I wasn’t crazy,” he said, between sobs, “She’s been here, I’ve seen her in my house, I see her everywhere! I told everyone I didn’t kill her!” 

“I know,” I said. Damien approached and squatted next to us. “It’s okay, everything’s fine,” I said.

Frank pulled his face away from my chest and looked at Damien. “You look so much like her,” he said, “She always talked about you.”

Damien smiled and nodded. 

“Listen, Frank,” I said, “I’m gonna get the lights back on. We want to talk to you about Lilith.” 

He nodded and I helped him to his feet, realizing then just how much taller than me he was. Easily a whole foot or two; and I wasn’t a short girl, either. My arm still burned, but the sensation dulled as time went on and it didn’t much hurt anymore. Though I didn’t dare look at the arm, not even for a second. What kind of Magick was that?

“I’m sorry,” I said, “We shouldn’t have burst in like that. Is there anything I can get you?”

“My needle,” he said. He was serious, too.

“Your n-needle?” I didn’t want to give it to him. The Gods only knew what was in there.

“Have you ever tried to reason with an addict when he hasn’t had his fix?” he asked.

I guessed I hadn’t.

Damien fiddled with the fuse box and brought power back to the apartment. For a while I hesitated, but I checked around the area where I saw the needle fly off to and searched for it. Frank fidgeted while I went looking like he didn’t want me nosing around, but after seeing the state of his apartment I could understand.  

Soda cans, a multitude of empty takeout boxes, and dirty old clothes were stuffed into every single nook and cranny. The sink was full of flies, moths had taken up residence around the lightbulb on the ceiling, and I really didn’t want to reach blindly into the gaps behind bits of furniture, but I didn’t have a choice. I also didn’t understand how someone could live like this. But before I could contemplate the question too much, I found the syringe. 

“Give me that!” Frank snapped, snatching the needle from my hand.

He didn’t need any help, only space. I watched him slip in a fresh needle, shoot up, and in an instant melt into his sofa. I thought he was going to fall asleep! 

“Frank,” I said, “Can you hear me?”

“Do you know what it’s like to have your life thrown into the gutter?” Frank asked. His voice was still hoarse and strained, but it had a mellow tone now. “Lily and Joanna were my best fucking friends, and they’re both fucking gone. Poof. Snuffed out.”

I sat down on the sofa. Damien stood in the middle of the room, all eyes on the junkie Witch. He didn’t want to sit.

“And to top it off,” Frank continued, “They pegged Lily’s death on me. Why? Because I’m different, because I was close to her, and because they needed a scapegoat.”

“Who’s they?” Damien asked.

“Who do you think?” 

“You’re not suggesting there’s a conspiracy going on?”

“Oh come on, isn’t it fucking obvious?”

Damien remained silent.

“Look, first Joanna died—hung herself from a tree—then Lily died, drowned. Two girls, both gay, dead in under three months, and I’m next.” His voice started to break toward the end.

“How do you know you’re next?” I asked. 

“Because I just do. I can feel it in my bones, in my chest, and in my heart.”

“Your alibi,” Damien said, “The cops dropped the charges because of it.”

“They had no choice but to,” Frank said, “I went to a party in San Francisco the night of Lily’s death. Tagged pictures, Facebook check-ins and plenty of eye-witness testimony got me out of that bind.” Frank went quiet. His eyes welled up. “I asked her to come with me, you know, to take her mind off Joanna. But she was possessed. She thought Joanna was trying to get a message to her.”

“So you just left her here?” Damien asked.

Frank’s face twisted into a sneer. “Don’t you fucking dare,” he said, snarling, “I loved that woman with all my heart! Who was there for her when Joanna died, hmm? Me! I was there! I gave her all my time and all my love!” 

I rubbed Frank’s shaking shoulder. “Damien didn’t mean it like that, Frank,” I said, “Please, let’s all just calm down.”

The room fell silent for a moment. “Lily was found in her pool,” I said, “But that’s all the media has said. What else can you tell us?” 

“After they cleared me, the cops said Lily had OD’d on something and fallen into the pool.”

“What?” Damien, fists clenching. 

“But,” said Frank, intervening before Damien could fly off the handle, “That story is bullshit. The girl didn’t even drink or smoke, let alone do drugs. She was the one who got me clean, for God’s sake!”

He wasn’t clean anymore. Poor Frank. Life really had come down hard on him. But what could I do? I could help him. That’s what I could do. For Frank, for Lily, and for Joanna. That was the right thing to do. And then, just like lightning, a thought came to me. My inner detective smiled proudly, but the revelation shook my foundations.

“Lily didn’t drown in her pool,” I said. Both men gave me their attention. “In her diary, on the night of her death, Lily said she was going into the woods to find Joanna. The spot where Joanna’s body was discovered by the authorities was about a mile upstream from where I found Lily’s bracelet.” 

Damien didn’t say anything. 

Frank stared at me like I was crazy.

“Oh God,” I said, turning my head down as that cold thing happened to my stomach.

My body went numb. There would No denying it now. Lily and Joanna hadn’t killed themselves; someone came after them with intent and went through a lot of trouble to make their deaths seem accidental. My mind raced back to the night of the attack and offered me the gruesome truth about what would’ve happened if Aaron hadn’t intervened. I would have been the third “tragic accident” in the town’s eyes, but another notch on some serial killer’s belt.

Someone was killing Witches.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

 

 

Our visit brightened Frank’s spirits. He hadn’t felt like he had a friend left in the world, but we showed him that we were on his side and that we wanted to get to the bottom of Lily’s death, but leaving his house was difficult. I had more questions and Frank needed constant help and attention, but Damien and I were exhausted and Frank needed to, first, recover from the emotional rollercoaster he’d been on anyway. So we left Frank’s place and headed to Damien’s apartment in my car. 

He didn’t say a word the whole way there. 

“Are you going to be okay?” I asked, “You’ve been quiet.” 

The night was silent; we were the only two souls on the entire street. 

“Come up first?” Damien asked, “I have a few more books for you to take home.”

I nodded, unable to resist Damien’s somber eyes. It’s like all the color in them was gone. 

His student housing apartment was a little barren. Save for what amenities came with the house as part of the lease he signed when he first rented the place, he had made little effort at making the place feel homely and cozy. The apartment had a kind of non-committal vibe, the kind of a man who didn’t think he was going to stay long. 

“Nice place,” I said.

“Its home,” Damien said, heading toward the single bed. He sat down and sighed. 

I followed him and scanned his apartment again. There wasn’t anything interesting about it, but I worried I would fall into a pit of sadness if I stared directly at him and anything was better than that. I sat down.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

Damien ran his hands through his hair and sighed. “I didn’t know her,” he said, “I thought I knew her, but I didn’t even know she had a girlfriend.”

My heart broke for him. I could relate to not knowing everything about my immediate family. Corey and I didn’t speak, and it killed me that I didn’t know what she was up to. If anyone could relate to Damien in that moment it was me. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, “I know what it’s like.”

“I just wish she’d have told me something. Anything. I don’t know what I ever did to make her feel like she had to keep me at a distance.”

“Maybe it was nothing you did. Some people just like to keep things close to their chest. I’m like that too. I don’t tell Eliza everything, and I tell Corey even less—and she’s my real sister. But I keep things from Eliza to spare her sometimes. I’m sure that’s what your sister was doing with you. Lily loved you.”

Damien looked up at me. In the dim light of his studio flat his features became more pronounced than they had ever been. I gave him a comforting smile and reached for his hand, squeezing it caringly. 

“Thanks,” he said, “For going through this with me. It’s been… tough.”

“You don’t make it easy,” I said.

“I can say the same about you.”

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“Because I…” Damien trailed off and fell silent. I could see the storm building behind his eyes as he gazed at me. The air in the room charged up with electricity, filling the silence with static. We were still holding hands. In an instant I remembered every glance I had ever stolen, every smile, every flutter of my heart. I thought back to that night on the bed at the cabin and phantom fingers trailed down my ribs causing the skin to tingle. 

He leant toward me.

“Damien,” I whispered.

“What?” he asked.

I didn’t know what to say. My eyes darted around his face, from the glint in his eyes to the shine of his nose. His lips came close enough to touch mine. His warm breath tickled my mouth. Damien carefully wrapped a hand around the back of my neck and tilted my face to his, closing the gap. 

What are you doing, Amber? I thought.

Thousands of volts of electricity surged through me at the point of contact. I couldn’t move, frozen and melted all at once. He cupped my cheek with his other hand and pressed further into the kiss, parting my lips with his tongue. I snapped out of the reverie and took his slender face in my hands, finally participating in the kiss. 

Damien pushed me onto the bed with his lips and arched over me, not once allowing the kiss to break. I kicked off my boots. With the taste of his lips on mine, the warmth of his face and the feel of his hair between my fingers, I lost myself in the moment—and in him. 

Amber! My mind protested, but my fingers had a mind of their own. They searched for a way into his shirt, craving to feel the softness of his skin. I wrapped my arms around his back savored the moment. He pulled away from me and stared into my eyes. I gazed back at him, heaving, and dove in for another kiss. 

I pushed against him and set him straight. Straddling him, I lifted his shirt over his head and tossed it aside before going for his neck and collar, hungrily kissing his skin and drinking in his scent. Damien’s hands found my bare skin and his touch lit a wildfire inside of me. I pulled my lips from his chest, gazed into his eyes, and tugged the hem of my dress up and over my head letting it drop to the floor. Then I reached behind my back and unhooked my bra, slipping it off my shoulders and exposing my pale breasts to him. 

Damien took me by the back of the neck again and pulled me to his lips. I caressed his shoulders and arms while we kissed. Every stroke of his fingertips on my skin left trails of electricity in their wake, as they had once done. He drew my body to him and bravely brought his lips to my collarbone. Inside, I begged for him to touch me and taste me. I suspected I’d never wanted someone nearly as much as I did Damien, and when the first sigh left my lips I lost all doubt. 

We were both heaving almost in unison as we kissed, his soft hands tracing the curve of my back, exploring. My blood was on fire. Damien’s bodily warmth so close to me filled me with a kind of power I had only ever felt around Aaron—although I wasn’t about to mention his name right now. 

Without saying a word, he took my hand and brought me to him, leading me once more toward the bed and laying me on my back. Damien followed. His hair dropped on either side of his head and obscured his face. I brushed it away and kissed him. As my tongue found his, Damien guided himself into me. I moaned into his mouth and drew my nails down his back. I sighed with him, groaned with him, and rocked with him as we made love on his bed, both of us completely detached from the rest of the world… and oblivious to the consequences of our actions.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

 

 

The cold light of morning woke me from the dream I had been having. I tried to chase it, to get back into its sleepy embrace, but most dreams were happy to evaporate as soon as consciousness kicks in. I’ll write it down, I thought, but as I shuffled onto my side I became all too aware of the arm draped around my back, and writing down—or getting back into—a dream was no longer a priority.

What the fuck did I do?

For a moment I had forgotten where I was and who I was with, but when I glimpsed his sleeping face—his rosy cheeks—my stomach sank through the bed and into the ground. I blinked and ran a replay of the night’s events in my mind as they came to me. Butterflies performed aerial acrobatics in my stomach to an almost nauseating degree; Damien and I didn’t just go once. The clock had crept way past four in the morning before either of us had slipped into sleep. 

If Aaron was a series of quick, hot and sweaty sprints, Damien was an equally sweaty marathon run. 

The bed creaked as I snuck out of it. While wiping the sleep from my eyes I went around the room and found my panties, dress, and bra and slipped them on before going for my boots. Damien writhed around on the bed and breathed in deeply. I caught him watching me with a sleepy smile on his face.

“What?” I asked, smiling back. 

“Good morning,” he said. 

I came up to the bed and sat down next to him, stroking his hair out of his face. “Are you feeling better?” I asked. 

“Yeah, I am. Thanks.”

“What are you thanking me for?” 

“For last night.”

“You don’t have to thank me for that.” 

Definitely don’t thank me for that. Ever. 

Damien sat upright. The sheets rolled down his chest and to his abdomen. My eyes wandered. One can truly tell how beautiful someone is first thing in the morning. Aaron and I never had this… this intimacy. This vulnerability. I wanted to jump on top of him again to kiss him, take him in, and stay with him in that sleepy room. But I couldn’t, and Damien sensed my hasty departure was imminent. 

“Let me take you to breakfast,” he said. I suspected he was scrambling for an excuse to stay near me.

“Breakfast? Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“Everybody’s got to eat. C’mon, I’ll buy.”

I wanted to decline, but my stomach grumbled in protest. “Alright, breakfast sounds good.” 

We left Damien’s apartment after he got changed and went across the road to a little café called Breakfast 2 Go. It was a tiny establishment with, somehow, plenty of seating available inside and the tastiest, warmest, and most authentic French croissants on the continent. And I had enough facts to back that claim up.

I ordered myself pancakes and a vanilla latte—white with plenty of sugar—and Damien did the same, though he didn’t need nearly as much sugar in his coffee as I did. We glanced at each other from across the table as the world passed us by on the other side of the window, but mainly sat in silence. Neither of us wanted to burst the bubble we’d made for ourselves.

Damien’s lips curled into a smile, and I caught myself smiling back while chewing on a delicious piece of my pancake. I brought a hand to my mouth, embarrassed, and finished.

“I had fun last night,” I said.

“Me too,” Damien said. I could see him running an instant replay of last night’s highlights in his mind. 

“But I know it isn’t gonna happen again,” I said.

Damien’s smile deflated like a hot air balloon with a hole poked in the side. “Is it because of Natalie?” he asked.

It occurred to me that in our time as friends I had never asked him for his girlfriend’s name. Hearing it now made me go huh? But the penny dropped and I understood. 

“It was a moment of weakness on both our parts, Damien,” I said.

Damien pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded.

“I don’t regret it,” I said, “But I can’t do it again if you’re with someone.”

“You’re right,” Damien said. “I probably shouldn’t have allowed it to happen.” 

I wondered if the guilt over what he had done was wringing his insides in the same way it was twisting mine.  

“I had a part to play too,” I said, “We just have to not let things get weird.”

“I’m not having the best time with Natalie,” Damien said, “This long distance thing, it’s tougher than I thought.”

“Damien, you don’t have to lie to me. I know you’re doing fine.”

“What makes you say that?”

“I told you; I’m more perceptive than you think.”

Damien glanced at the window to the street and let out a sigh. I didn’t disbelieve him—I had a feeling the relationship wasn’t easy on either of them—but I also thought he may have been exaggerating on account of the high. I forgave him for it, although I wondered if I would ever be able to forgive myself for letting him cheat on his girlfriend. 

Gods; I had become a hypocrite. 

“I’m a big girl,” I said, “I know what this was and I can handle it. Let’s just not go back there again and everything will be fine.” 

Damien nodded, but he wasn’t as convinced by what I said as I was. I meant what I said. No need to dress it up in clean clothes. The whole thing was a dirty interlude, just another secret to add to the already heaping pile, to be sure. And I would be kicking myself for it until the end of the semester, most like.

But it was worth it.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

 

 

I left Damien alone in the café after paying for my breakfast and took the scenic route home. From the ground, the dark line of trees in the distance looked like little spears teasing the belly of the thick, coal-colored clouds crawling overhead. Any one of the little spears could prick the clouds and the rain would come bursting out, but I didn’t think it would happen any time soon. 

Still, I decided to hurry home. If nothing else, I was in desperate need to get out of the clothes I was wearing… and clean last night from off my body. Even if it was fun, and even if I did want it, and even if I did enjoy it. What happened wasn’t right. It just wasn’t. I couldn’t believe how selfish I had been. And to think I thought I was doing him a favor, that I was trying to make him feel better. 

Lies. 

All dirty little lies.

I pulled into the drive and stepped out of the car. Crisp, fresh air hit my face and I welcomed it with open arms as I made my way to the front door of my house, rummaging for my keys in my bag. That’s when I spotted the note on my door. It was a white piece of paper with some writing on it, pinned to my door with a crude nail and flickering in the breeze.

Seeing it there gave me pause, but reading it made me swallow hard.

The note simply read: 

 

“You’re next, freak.”

 

The words cut through me like a hot knife through butter. At once my body went hot and cold, seemingly unable to settle on one or the other. Eyes darting around. Heart beating quickly. Head starting to float. Shit. What could I do? Do I get back in the car and leave or do I go into the house? Part of me was terrified of the prospect of going inside, but the other part said fuck it, this is my house! 

In the end, the first part won.

I yanked the note from the door and headed for my car with adrenaline pumping through my system. Driving recklessly as I was I barely managed to make it out of my neighborhood without slamming into another car—or person—along the way. If there’d been cops nearby I would’ve been pulled over immediately, but I didn’t care. My home, my most sacred place, had been violated. 

They knew where I lived!

Rain yet hadn’t fallen from the coal clouds, but I expected it at any moment. Weather be damned, I drove hard to the outskirts of town and stopped by the side of the road at the opening of a quiet little path that ran between the trees. From the trunk I retrieved a large black bag I’d left there since the weekend at the cabin; inside it were all the trinkets I’d decorated my room with. With the bag swung over my shoulder, I made tracks into the thicket of trees and bushes along the path.

The forest was wet beneath my boots and full of life. Birds were chirping, frogs were croaking, and leaves and twigs were cracking and crunching as I put my weight on them. But there wouldn’t be a human out here for miles, only me and nature, so I didn’t care much about the noise I was making. 

Finally I came to an open, wide spot in an enclosure of trees. I set my bag down from the dirt and started to produce tall candles, matches, sage, a small bowl, and the note which I’d found nailed to my door. I filled the bowl with the sage, knelt before the candles, lit them, and placed the sage-filled bowl before me. 

The wind was starting to pick up so I had to act fast.

“Goddess, hear me,” I said between tired breaths. I handled the note in my hands, feeling the texture of the paper and the grooves caused by the pen that had written it. “I call to thee as your child of light and invoke thy presence.” 

A droplet of rainwater kissed my nose, another reached my hands. Goosebumps crawled up my arms and shoulders. 

“Grant me your intuition and insight,” I pleaded. 

Striking a match, I lit the sage and let it burn in the bowl. A Raven fluttered into my periphery and landed on the damp leaves ahead of me. The bird squawked—Sage, Sage, Sage—but I kept my gaze on the steady flame rising from the bowl and allowed myself to sense the Currents of Magick as they flowed through and around me.

Impressions came rushing into my consciousness like the echoes of feelings and concepts; indifference, authority—bravado. I could taste sweat in my mouth, could feel the strength of the hand that wrote the note and the mocking intent behind it, but the thoughts slipped away like clouds, dispersing before I could truly hold onto them and analyze them. 

The sage turned to ash and the feelings vanished. 

The Raven hopped further into view. It cocked its head and checked me out. Cawing, it turned around, waited, and then fluttered up into the sky. Up above, where the Raven had gone, the clouds were churning like rushing rapids. Arcs of purple light whipped around forming the outlines of near monstrous shapes in the clouds. Believing this to be the work of the Raven—or whatever it was—I raised my palms and imagined a calm sky, free of lightning and rain. I thought I could undo the weather.

But the weather fought back, and a bolt of lightning struck so close to me I nearly jumped out of my skin. I shielded my face with my hands and backed away from the sound of crackling wood as a tree branch snapped off its trunk and fell to the ground, smoldering. I dashed toward my makeshift circle of power, grabbed my candles and my bag, and ran back the way I came, following the trail until I reached my car, breathless. 

I threw my bag into the backseat and made it into the car before just as the sky opened up and released a torrent of rain. The Goddess was angry, I knew. But why? What had upset her so much? 

The rain picked up and hammered my car. With the windshield wipers swaying from side to side as fast as they could to keep the water out of my view I drove back into town. A traffic jam on the road, probably thanks to the rain, gave me enough time to think about what’d happened in the woods and calm down. 

Who could’ve left that note? I ran through a list of all of the people who checked the boxes; freak, bravado, arrogant and authoritative. I finally landed on a name, and all of time itself stood still. I stared at the display on my dashboard, listened to the hum of the engine, and said the name aloud through gritted teeth. 

“Aaron.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

 

 

Though the drive down from the woods gave me time to relax, the closer I got to Aaron’s place, the more my hands started to shake. Hot, angry blood rushed to my cheeks. The anger of the Goddess. My heart was pounding against my chest and temples now, beating hard with anger. But Aaron couldn’t be behind this, could he? He chased off my attacker on the night I came under attack, unless I was too hurt to truly understand what was going on? 

No. It can’t have been Aaron; but it could’ve been one of his shitty friends.

That was way more likely, and it made what I was going to do next the right thing by default. 

I knocked on the door to Aaron’s apartment and rang the buzzer like a mad-woman until he opened the door. His eyes lit up at the sight of me, at least until I stormed into his apartment and shoved the note in his face.

“Which one of your fucking shitty friends decided this would be a good idea?” I said, nostrils flaring.

“Why don’t you just relax and tell me what you’re talking about,” Aaron said.

“This!” I smacked the note into his hand. Aaron read it.

“I don’t know what this is.”

“Bullshit! Your friends hear you call me freak all the time. I told you to cut it out, but you kept it up. Now look at what’s happening!”

“And what’s happening, huh?” Aaron asked, sizing me up, jaw clenching. I forgot how easy it was to work him up, but in that moment I didn’t much care.

“Aaron, one of your friends is trying to kill me!”

“How do you figure that? Because of this note?” Aaron crumpled the note and tossed it aside. “Get a grip. This is a prank, and one I have nothing to do with.”

“A prank?” I asked, hands on my hips. His proximity excited me, but not in the way I wanted. “A week ago someone came at me with a knife. It took you to scare him off. Now I get this note nailed to my door and you expect me to believe this is all a big prank?”

Aaron raised an index finger to my face. “I’m getting real sick and tired of this right now,” he said, “I don’t see you in a week and then you show up at my house accusing me of shit I have nothing to do with—”

“How fucking stupid are you, Aaron?” I said, interrupting him, “Get it through your head, this is not a coincidence!”

“Why the hell do you think someone’s trying to kill you? The guy that attacked you was just a mugger and I got him off you.”

I couldn’t tell him the truth. “Someone attacked me,” I said, “Then the Sheriff comes to my place and tells me other people on my street have been attacked and badly hurt. Then I get this note on my door telling me I’m next. Let’s not forget about the other two girls who died this year. Girls my age. What do you think?” 

“But why would it be one of my friends? I’m not the only person to have called you freak in this town.” 

He was right, but I couldn’t think of anyone from my past who would want me dead. “Aaron, I don’t have time for this!” I said, “You need to call your friends right now and find out who the hell did this.” 

“And what do you suggest I do? You want me to ask them point blank if they’re trying to kill you?”

“Would you?” 

“What?”

“If I asked you to do that for me, would you?” 

Aaron gaped at me, clenching his jaw. “No,” he said. “Because that’s crazy.” 

Stunned, my composure started to dribble away like a wet cake. “Aaron, you need to help me. You need to be that guy you were the other night when you saved me, when you believed the things I was telling you.” 

“Did you think it was me?” he asked.

“What?” 

“When you were figuring this all out. Did you think it was me? At any point?” 

“Aaron,” I said, lowering my voice. 

He kept his gaze fixed on me, breathing, knuckles white, but he wasn’t saying anything and neither was I. I had thought it was him. I didn’t know whether to lie to him or tell him the truth. Didn’t know which would be worse. 

“Say something!” I said.

“Get out,” he said under his voice.

My body began to tremble uncontrollably. “What?” I asked.

Aaron threw his fist into the side of his fridge so hard he dented metal casing. “Out!” he said.

And I left. 

I dashed into my car—ignoring the cold from the rain rain—and drove. By the time I reached Damien’s place he was standing in the hall with a towel in his hands ready to wrap me up. I threw myself into him and cried, exhausted, and done with the whole thing.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

 

 

I warmed up quickly with the help of the warm cup of hot chocolate Damien had prepared for me. The conversation with Aaron was still fresh in my mind, though; I could still hear the metal crunching under the strength of his fist and every time I heard it I felt myself shake a little.

“Thank you,” I said, taking the mug between my cold hands and sipping the warmth. 

“Are you going to tell me what’s happened?” he asked.

Gravity pulled my eyes to the floor. I couldn’t keep them on him. Images of the blissful, fun night we last night invaded my mind and blocked my ability to be serious with him, but I had to break through and tell him. 

“I thought I found out who the killer was,” I said.

Damien remained quiet.

“I found a note on my door,” I said, “It said I was next…” 

“Who do you think the killer is?”

“At first I thought it was Aaron, the guy from that night when we went to Joe’s. The ones who called me—”

“I remember,” Damien said, interrupting. “But now you aren’t sure?”

“I went to see Aaron and… I don’t know. He isn’t capable of something like that. So then I thought it could have been someone else in his crew. But I don’t know. His stupid friends probably aren’t capable of something like this.” 

“People are more than just skin deep.”

I took another sip of my hot chocolate. Thunder rolled outside. The storm hadn’t let up since I left the woods. 

“Damien, I don’t know what to do,” I said, “Please… I need some guidance.”

“Amber, I… the first thing we need to do is figure out who sent you that note. If it wasn’t one of Aaron’s friends then we’ve got no leads.”

“Could you call Frank?” I asked, “Find out if he’s okay? If the note said I’m next, I don’t want to think…” I trailed off and dismissed the thought that someone else may be dead right now. Least of all Frank.

A cold wind touched my face. Damien and I both glanced at the open window to the street in time to catch the Raven perching on the ledge. 

I struggled a swallow. “It’s back.”

Damien stood. I put the hot drink down and stood also, approaching the window with my hand stretched. The bird didn’t move, not until I was close enough to touch it. Then it dove into the street and into the darkened sky. I was about to turn to Damien again when I saw Aaron crossing the street toward our building. My heart jumped. 

“Shit, it’s Aaron,” I said. 

I quickly scrambled past Damien and made for the stairs, intercepting Aaron as he was about to enter the building and blocking him with my body before Damien could react. 

“Aaron,” I said, “What are you doing here?”

“Amber, I’m sor—”

Damien came into view behind me whatever Aaron was going to say dribbled into the gutter with the falling rain. 

“Him again?” Aaron asked, “What’s going on here?” 

“Don’t bring him into this,” I said, “He has nothing to do with us.”

Aaron’s body language spoke volumes. I could see his muscles tensing, his fingers opening and closing, and his jaw tightening. “He has everything to do with this,” Aaron said. 

Then he lunged and shoved me aside, grabbing Damien by the arm and tossing him into the street. Aaron went in for a jab to the gut but Damien hopped back to avoid the blow. I screamed at them to stop. A crowd formed and watched, but no one intervened. The pair locked into a grapple and hit the ground. Aaron shuffled his weight around and overpowered Damien’s slight frame.

“Stop it!” I said, but none of them heard.

Rushing into the fray I grabbed Aaron’s arm to stop him from what he was about to do, but he shoved me aside like a discarded toy and launched a flurry of attacks at Damien. He blocked some but not others, and with each hit I could swear I heard something else break inside the smaller combatant’s body. 

Like an eagle, soaring down from out of nowhere to grab a rodent, the Sheriff entered the picture. He grabbed Aaron by the neck and pulled him away from Damien, pushing Aaron into the arms of his Deputy who had to struggle to restrain the riled up brawler.

“Let me go, asshole!” Aaron said. His voice was half way between a guttural shout and a growl. But the deputy pushed Aaron against the car and cuffed him. Unexpectedly, Damien too was pulled up from the ground and cuffed. 

“What the hell?” I asked the Sheriff, “Why are you cuffing him?”

“These two have caused a disturbance,” said the Sheriff, coolly. “Fighting in public is cause enough for me to have them both locked up for the night. Let them cool off.”

“You can’t do that!” I said.

The Sheriff shot me a shut-the-fuck-up look and then cocked an eyebrow. “Unless you want to go with them I suggest you back away.”

I stood on the sidewalk watching helplessly as both men were ushered into the Sheriff’s car. My heart beat so hard I couldn’t even hear myself think! But I had to think. Think. Think! I scanned the sidewalk and took stock of my options. Walk away, follow them to the station and talk things through, or go back to Damien’s place and lock the doors.

My decision fell squarely upon the idea of introducing a metallic trash can to the Sheriff’s car. And so I did that instead, grabbing the first one I saw and hurling it at the car. The trash can fell short of the windshield and only dented the front bumper, but I’ll be damned if the act wasn’t going to get me thrown into jail for the night too. 

The Sheriff pursed his lips and shook his head from across the way, but I would have happily given up a night of freedom if it meant I would be safe.

Ironic. 

I was probably safer behind bars than I was in my own house. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

 

 

I rode to the station in the back of the squad car with my arms around my stomach and my nerves shot to all hell. What the heck had just happened? I missed my cozy bed; laying on it with a good book or a good movie, snuggled up to my nose under the covers, listening to the rain falling outside. But instead I was sitting uncomfortably in a car on my way to a jail, and all because of Aaron and his damned temper. 

What was he thinking? Hell. What was I thinking? 

Safety. That’s what I was thinking. With Aaron and Damien both in jail for the night I was leaving myself exposed to a potential killer. And with my Magick not nearly as under control as I would have liked I was more likely to do damage to myself and to my surroundings if I was forced to rely on it for my defense. So I sat in silence and accepted my lot as we pulled up to the station. 

The station was a moderately sized building, brown on the outside and grey—bathed in fluorescent yellow—on the inside. The men were sent to a cell on one side of the building while the Sheriff escorted me to another cell on the other side of the building. Luckily I seemed to be the only guest tonight.

I glanced tiredly at the Sheriff from within the little cell. He shook his head disapprovingly, locked me in, and walked out of sight. 

“You’ll get your phone call when you’re processed,” he said as he left, and that was that.

At least the cell had a comfortable enough looking bed. So I sat on it, kicked my feet up, and lay my head down, exhaling loudly. Throwing the trash can into a cop car wasn’t the best idea I had ever had, but it wasn’t like I had a plan. Now, though, I had time to hatch one. What I did wouldn’t get me locked up. I would get a fine, at best. 

It was the after jail part I had to think about. 

From where I was laying I could see the outside sky, but the moon wasn’t in it. A blanket of clouds so dark no one would be able to tell the difference between night and day obscured the heavens and separated me from the Goddess’ strength when I needed her the most. The cell started to feel smaller than it was when I first came in, but I tried to block the claustrophobia out and rest. 

I think I dozed off, because the next thing I knew was footsteps… approaching. The young Deputy strolled down the hall, unlocked my cell, and asked me to follow him. He took me to a small room with a plain grey table, two worn chairs, and an ancient-looking computer; the kind with the fat screens. The room stank of bitter coffee, old paper, and wet dog—despite the lack of an actual dog. 

I sat down on the chair and it groaned beneath my weight. The Deputy produced a small, transparent bag with my personal effects; phone, wallet, keys. He then took my wallet out, checked out my ID card, and began tapping away at the keyboard in silence. But his eyes wandered to me, exploring, meandering. I folded my arms over my chest and crossed my legs, and the Deputy smirked.

“First time, huh?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said, rubbing my arm.

“Throwing a trash can at a cop car… was a pretty stupid thing to do, wasn’t it?” 

“Yeah, well.” 

He stopped typing. “You know, I once did something stupid for a girl too.”

I kept my mouth shut. 

“Yeah, I punched a guy out once because I wanted to impress this girl I was after,” he continued. “One hit, too. I was real proud of that.”

“I bet.” 

The Deputy paused. “Know what she did?”

I met his stare. He wore the mask well; a charming smile, well ironed uniform, blonde hair nicely cut; but he had the hungry eyes of a man who lusted for flesh. 

I coughed to clear my dry throat. “What did she do?”

“She ran, and then I did something really stupid.” The deputy thumbed the tip of his pen. “It’s a funny story when you think about it.”

“What’s so funny about it?” 

The Deputy smiled. “You won’t get the punch line.”

“Why’s that?” 

The smile transformed into a wicked grin. “Because you’re a girl.” 

“What’s that supposed to mean?” 

The light fixture above my head buzzed loudly and then popped, plunging the room into darkness. In the faint glow of the computer screen the Deputy’s face seemed to twist and contort, as if someone had superimposed the image of a snarling demon over his plastic smile.

“God dammit,” he said, “That thing keeps shorting out.”

Being alone in the dark with the Deputy made my skin crawl and sent my mind into overdrive. I could see him now, but if he moved slightly to the left or he stood up, I wouldn’t be able to see him at all. The darkness in the room was somehow total and hungry; swallowing what little glow was coming from the computer screen. It didn’t help that the computer was running an operating system from the Stone Age—you know, the ones with the black screen and the green writing. 

Black screens didn’t throw out much light.

“Alright,” he said. He straightened his uniform and for a moment I thought he was going to stand up. I shuffled uncomfortably in my seat and eyed the line of light breaking from beneath the door to the hall. I know I could dash for it at a moment’s notice, but he would have caught me if I was too slow turning the knob. Luckily, he rested his hands on the keyboard again and said “Only one more thing left to do in here anyway. Have you got anyone you want to call? Friends or family?”

I nodded. 

The Deputy grabbed a landline unit from the side of the desk and turned it my way, handing me the receiver. “Pretend I’m not here,” he said, “And take as long as you like.”

I took the handset. The Deputy leaned back, hands clasped at his chest, watching me. Recalling Eliza’s number from memory, I felt my way around the keys until it started to ring but with every passing moment my stomach twisted and churned further until it was a complete knot. Pick up, pick up, I thought. But Eliza’s phone went straight to voicemail.

“Hey, listen,” I said, “Don’t freak out but I’m in jail right now. I’m fine, everything’s fine, I just wanted you to know I’ll be out in the morning. I’m with Damien. I love you.” 

I hung up. The Deputy didn’t move. 

“Do you like the dark?” he asked.

“I like it fine.” 

“I like it too. It’s calming, isn’t it?” 

Speak for yourself. “Can we go, now? Or are we waiting for something in here?” 

The Deputy smiled, all teeth in the glow of the screen. “C’mon, let’s get you back to your cell, lawbreaker.”

He led me out of the tiny room and soon enough I was once more bathed in fluorescent yellow light. Never in the history of humankind had someone been so happy beneath such harsh, sterile lighting. But there I was, praising the Goddess of the Moon and the God of the Sun for getting me out of that awkward, nerve-wrecking room. 

Putting a jail door between myself and the Deputy allowed me to breathe more easily. I sat down on the bed, ran my hands through my hair, and sighed. 

“Alright,” he said, “You stay put now. Don’t make me come in there.” 

You come in here and I’ll zap you, consequences be damned. “Deputy Clinton,” I said as he left. 

He turned to look at me, smiling. “Yes?” 

“Do you like creeping people out in general or is it just girls?”

His smile morphed into a scowl. “You watch it,” he said. The intensity of his words sent me reeling. “You can’t talk to me like that, you understand?” 

“And you can’t talk to me like that either,” I said, clearly overstepping my boundaries.

“As long as you’re the one behind bars, I can say what I want.”

The Deputy turned around and left, but as he disappeared down the hall I sensed something strange coming from him. It was as if emotions echoed down the hall with the sounds of his boots, bouncing off the walls and making their way back to me so that I could feel them for myself. 

Anger. Embarrassment. And… guilt? 

Guilt.

Why guilt? I rested my head against the wall and closed my eyes to try and process what I had just experienced, but I was starting to get tired now. It wasn’t long before Damien’s face came into view in the black space in front of my eyes. He was also sitting on his bed with his eyes closed. A strange kind of vibration, almost like a hum, started in my chest and then trailed into my stomach. I smiled to myself and could swear I saw Damien smiling back, even though I was only seeing his likeness in my mind. 

Or maybe I really was seeing him; maybe I was using a little Clairvoyance again.

Whatever it was, I knew, I missed him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

 

 

“Amber.” 

The Sherrif’s voice snapped me back into consciousness like an elastic band. I hadn’t even heard him walk down the corridor. 

“Yes. Sheriff Kirkman. I’m up. What is it?” I asked, clearing my throat and rubbing my eyes. 

The Sheriff sighed. From my vantage on the other side of the metal bars, he seemed taller now than he had ever been. Or maybe that was because I had been lying down. I sat up straight. 

“Why’d you throw a trash can at the car?” he asked. He may have found the comedy in the situation and even laughed if he didn’t look so damned serious. A skinny little ginger girl throwing a trash-can at a cop car; I was sure that was a first for him. 

“I was angry and confused,” I said.

The Sheriff arched an eyebrow. “I’ve seen you around plenty. You look like the kind of girl who has her head screwed on her shoulders, so why this? Why now?” 

“I told you. I was angry.”

“Don’t lie to me, there has to be a reason why you’re here right now instead of comfortably at home.” The Sheriff’s perceptive powers went far beyond even my abilities as a liar.

My voice started to quake. “Do you really want me to tell you?” I asked.

“If you can’t tell me, who can you tell?”

I paused, breathed deep, and exhaled. “I think someone’s trying to kill me,” I said. 

“Who’s trying to kill you?”

“I don’t know, but the guy who’s been attacking people in my neighborhood, the one who attacked me last week, left a note for me on my door today telling me I was next.”

“You? Why you?”

“I… I don’t know. But it’s worse than that. That girl who died in her pool? I don’t think it was an accident. I think this same guy killed her and made it look like an accident.”

“Amber—”

“I’m not making this up! I also know she didn’t die in her pool, either. She died in the river. He killed her.”

The Sheriff sighed. “And why haven’t you said any of this before?” 

“Because,” I said, “I wanted to figure it out on my own.” 

“You’re not a Sheriff or a Deputy,” he said. “You have to leave the policing to the police.” 

“I understand that, I just—”

“If you think you’re in danger, you need to come to the authorities. We can keep you safe and figure out what’s going on.” 

I nodded and stared into the ground. “I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

I didn’t tell him why I couldn’t tell the cops. How could I? Telling him the full story would implicate Aaron, and reveal way more about myself—and my world—than I wanted to. I didn’t need to be told to keep quiet about being a Witch. Besides, if I had told him the truth he would have just locked me up in a different kind of cell; the kind with padded walls.

“Did you get your phone call?” the Sheriff asked.

“I did. I called my friend Eliza but she wasn’t home.”

The Sheriff paused, pensive. “Look, I’m not going to press charges. You didn’t break anything, and this is your first offence.” 

“So, you’re letting me go?” 

“You don’t need to be here tonight. You should be in your bed, resting.”

“I do need to be here. Haven’t you been listening to me?” Angry heat rose through my chest and into my cheeks. “My house isn’t safe. I found a note on my door today telling me I was next. How am I supposed to go home when someone who wants to hurt me knows where I live?”

“I can send you home with an escort. Keep an officer posted outside your door all day and all night to keep an eye out for this weirdo, catch him in the act.”

I shook my head. “I don’t want that.” I was worried the Sheriff wouldn’t accept my request, so I went for his pride. “I threw a trash can at your squad car; if you let me go now everyone will think you’re soft. It’ll tarnish your reputation.”

“The longest I can keep you here without a charge is twenty four hours, Amber.” 

“Fine, then keep me here ‘till you let Aaron and Damien go,” I said, “I’ll leave with them.” 

Sheriff Kirkman held on to his belt and nodded. “Could I get you something? Water, maybe?”

“Please, yes.”

The Sheriff walked away from my cell and disappeared down the corridor. A light cawing floated into my room on the back of the breeze glancing off the window to the outside. I approached the tiny opening but could only narrowly identify the tips of the trees nearby. I couldn’t see the bird, but then the night sky was black as pitch—the thickness of the clouds consuming the ambient light coming up from the town. But the bird was there.

“Raven?” I said into the night air, knowing how stupid I must have sounded, “Are you there?”  

The Raven came barreling at the window, flapping and screeching. I staggered back to the center of my cell and watched the winged animal frenzy against the window, ranting and raving. 

Run, it said, run! Run! Run! 

“Changed your mind about getting out?” the Sheriff asked, startling me. 

I turned to him and then turned to the window, but the Raven was gone. It had told me to run. Run. Run. Run. My heart was starting to race, my mouth was dry, and I could feel my stomach sinking. 

“Uh, about what?” I asked.

“About leaving,” he said, extending a plastic through the bars and into the cell.

Run. Run. Run.

Was the Raven telling me to run from the Sheriff? From the Deputy? Did it want me to somehow squeeze through the window and escape the Station? For all I knew the Deputy was the killer, or for all I knew it was the Sheriff. But he was waiting for me to take the drink he had offered and I had little time to think. So I took the cup, drank the water, and handed it back.

“Thanks,” I said.

“Try and get some rest,” he said, “You’ve had a rough day.” 

The Sheriff headed down the hall and I sat down on the edge of the bed. My heart started to relax and the world was suddenly enveloped in a calming quiet, even the trees outside seemed to stop swaying. 

In the quiet I thought about Lilith, Damien and Aaron. This entire messy situation was surreal, like something out of a novel. I was sure stuff like this didn’t happen to regular people. It just didn’t. And yet somehow I was enduring it like a tough little soldier, rolling with the punches and dealing with it without breaking. I wondered if Damien had anything to do with that, or if maybe I had taken some of Aaron’s fire and made it my own. 

Then the room started to spin. My head started to droop, my arms fell limp at my side, and I found it hard to catch a breath. Blinking, I whirled my head around to try and snap out of it, but the spinning was getting faster, faster, faster. 

I put my hands on the bed, planted my feet on the ground, and stood up. But I only made it one pace toward the cell door before I collapsed and hit the ground hard. 

As the world receded, the bird’s voice came whirling back to me. 

Run.

Run.

Run.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY

 

 

I awoke to a blurred, muted mess of a world. My head was still spinning and felt too light on my shoulders, but I was starting to regain sensation in my arms and feet; enough to know that my hands were bound together and that there was something gross in my mouth—duct tape, maybe. I soon learned that the more I wriggled the more the binds dug into my skin, but the pain was helping to wake me up so I wriggled anyway.

I was in the back seat of a car, far as I could tell, and in the front seat someone was holding a one sided conversation on a cellphone. I couldn’t pick out specifics, but the voice was male and he was talking about me and Lily’s bracelet. From the tone of his voice and the general gestures, I could tell he was annoyed about something. 

Careful not to alert the driver to the fact that I was awake, I turned on my back to get a view of my surroundings. I still couldn’t see very well, but I could tell we were on a winding road by the swaying of the car. So I tried keeping track of the number of twists and turns as we made them only to quickly discover that it was way harder than fiction had led me to believe. Luckily, the tree line seemed familiar, and our gradient told me we were travelling uphill, so that was something.

Calm down, I thought, and focus. Breathe slowly. Don’t let him know you’re awake. I closed my eyes and concentrated, and my breathing to allowing my rapid pulse to slow. I had to stop the car, get out, and do as the bird had told me. I had to run. So when I attained full concentration, I visualized myself floating out of the car, travelling in a phantom body toward the engine, and throwing all of my anger into it. 

My body started to vibrate with a kind of weird charge. I could feel the energy building at the base of my spine and then travelling into my chest, neck, and the crown of my head. I had never felt this kind of rush before, but I knew what it was even if I didn’t understand why it was, or even how. It was. 

This was Magick.

The sky grumbled as the Magick poured out of me. In only a few seconds, the car started to skip and choke, and then come to a complete halt. The driver cursed and slammed the steering wheel, frustrated. I heard him pull the parking brake and step outside to pop the hood and find out what had happened. 

Now was my chance.

I opened my eyes, checked at the car door at my feet, and still using the strange vibration coursing through my body wished for the lock to open, and it did. Fuck. It worked! I squirmed on my ass and pushed the door open with my foot. My pulse started up again as soon as my feet touched the asphalt, but I slid out of the car and crouched beneath the door without hesitation. 

The tree line, and freedom, lay before me, only a few feet away. I could dash toward it and steal my freedom back or get a glimpse of my kidnapper. The feeling in my gut said you know who it was, now just run! But my logical mind, the one that likes facts, said you know nothing; find out who it is.

Going against my gut—and arguably my better judgment—I snuck around the car with my hands tied behind my back to get a view of the man standing by the hood and confirmed my suspicions in an instant. The unmistakable Sheriff’s Department vinyl on the hood of the car gave it away. 

I stopped dead in my tracks. All of the blood drained from my face and my skin prickled all over. Why did I drink that water? He must have spiked it. I should have known to trust my gut then, just like I should have known to run instead of confirming the kidnapper’s identity. I could have been half way into the trees by now, but I hadn’t taken the chance. 

So now, without thinking, I ran for the tree line as fast as my feet would take me, only narrowly avoiding tangles of vines, weeds, and flowers as I went. With my hands tied behind my back I had a hard time navigating, but I was sure I was making good headway. I had a head start, I was light on my feet, and he probably hadn’t heard me run anyway. 

But that bubble soon popped. 

Behind me there were footsteps racing through the woods. No voice accompanied them, only a steady grunting sound and the sound of heavy boots crunching on wet dirt. I couldn’t look back. My tied hands kept me from balancing correctly so I had to concentrate on looking straight ahead, but a tree trunk came out of nowhere, slammed into my shoulder, and sent me spinning to the ground coughing and groaning.

I tried to stand, but the boots caught up to me. Powerful hands lifted me from the ground and dragged me through the woods, silently, toward the road and into the car. The tall, strong man shoved me into the back of the car so hard I hit my head on the opposite door. Stars danced before my eyes, but I turned around to look at him anyway, breathing heavily through my nose.

“Did you really think you’d get away so easily?” the Sheriff asked. “I guess it was you who fucked with my engine too, huh?” 

I stared at him from the seat, the anger plain on my eyes.

“Don’t try that again,” he said, “I don’t want to have to kill you before I’m done with you.”

He shut the door and made his way around the car again. I’m not sure how long he spent in front of the open hood, fixing whatever damage I had caused to the car with my Magick, but we were on the road again; and now I was out of options. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

 

 

The car had been stopped for a while before the Sheriff opened the door to the backseat. He grabbed me by the hair and pulled me out of the car. Gods it hurt. I couldn’t help but scream, but the duct tape around my mouth stifled all of the sound I could possibly hope to make. 

Finally he dropped me on cold, hard rock. A strong wind caressed my face, trees rustled nearby, and I could smell smoke. 

The Sheriff ripped the duct tape from off my mouth with a loud criiiiiip, but he immediately covered my mouth with his mighty hand before I could say anything. “Don’t scream,” he said, “If you scream, I’ll make this hurt even more. Understood?”

I nodded and he let me go. I screamed anyway. Birds flew out of nearby trees at the sound of my shrill voice, but the Sheriff answered my defiance with a swift and painful back-hand smack to the face that burned so hard I could have cried. My cheek stung, my lip was bleeding, and I had shut up; point taken. 

“I told you,” he said shaking his head. “What did I tell you? Don’t scream. How is that so difficult to understand?”

The Sheriff walked away from me toward what looked like a makeshift ritual circle. Candles had been laid out in a circle, a chalk pentagram had been drawn on the rock, and a Ram’s skull—complete with two large, curled horns—was sitting at the center of the display. To the right of it I also saw a small wooden box, although it was closed. 

“Why are you doing this?” I asked. “What did I ever do to you?” 

He approached me again and squatted, grabbing my cheeks and squeezing them with his large hand. “You’re an abomination,” he said, “Your kind shouldn’t exist, and I won’t rest until you’re all gone.”

I couldn’t speak. My jaw started to throb from the pressure.

“Does that answer your question?” 

I nodded, barely, and he let me go. 

“So, what are you, then? Some kind of religious fanatic?” 

“Religious?” he said, scoffing. “No. Nothing like that. This isn’t about religion.” 

“You call me an abomination and you say there’s nothing religious behind that?” 

“I call you an abomination because you are one.”

“You don’t know anything about me!” 

“I know plenty. You’re a Witch, just like those other two whores. With three of you dead, my part in this is complete.” 

“This? What’s this?” 

The Sheriff smiled and shook his finger at me. “No,” he said, “I’m not going to tell you.” 

“Then tell me what you’re doing there. You owe me that.” 

“I don’t owe you anything,” he said. “And this whole thing on the floor isn’t anything. It’s just a… convenient little display. You’re gonna commit suicide here—in veneration of your dark God.” 

He’s gonna kill me and make it look like suicide.

When he turned to inspect his handiwork on the ground again, adjusting the position of the Ram’s head skull, I took a moment to take stock of my surroundings and realized then where I was. This was the stony peak of Ever Dark Mesa; a cliff overlooking Raven’s Glen and a place of power any Wiccan in the local area had at least heard of. Eliza and I hiked up here once for bragging rights, just to see what all the fuss was about. 

You didn’t need to be a True Witch to feel the power in the rocks; power I thought I could use to my advantage right now.

I closed my eyes and took slow, deep breaths, feeling the rocks with my mind. My mental fingers explored every groove, every rough indent, every tiny bump, teasing the power out of the very ground. As I went, the breeze pushing up from the side of the cliff started to pick up in speed and the Sheriff’s candles blew out. 

He turned to me and stormed in my direction. Before I could react he grabbed me by the neck and lifted me square off the ground. 

“You think your magic is going to be useful here?” he asked, nostrils flaring. “I’ve killed two of your kind with my bare hands. You’re going to have to do better than that if you want to get rid of me.”

He threw me to the ground hard and I went skidding across the rough rock. Flowers of pain opened up on my shoulders, knees and legs when I came to a halt, but the adrenaline rushing through my system did a good job at numbing them quickly. When the Sheriff pulled out a wavy blade my eyes went wide and my breath hitched in my throat. I would feel that if it went in to me, adrenaline or not. 

“Get up,” the Sheriff said, picking me up off the ground by my hair and marching me to the center of his ritual circle. The pentagram was ornate, but it certainly wasn’t Wiccan. An artistically accurate image of a Ram’s head had been drawn into the rock with white chalk. Each horn made a point on the star, the Ram’s cheeks made up the other two, and its chin made up the lowest point. 

The Wiccan pentagram held the single point facing up toward the sky. The devil worshiping pentagram, however, had the single point facing down into the ground. The inverted shape of the star coupled with the Ram—an iconic image representing the devil—was the latter kind of pentagram. 

My eyes went back to the Sheriff and his blade as he paced around me. Maybe he was trying to figure out where, or how, to cut me first—but I thought he had already decided that before coming here. He seemed the kind to plan ahead and not take risks or operate outside of his plan.

I wanted to use Magick again, but my pounding heartbeat and the gleam of the blade prevented me from concentrating and forming an image. Finally, the Sheriff approached from the front and slipped the knife into my dress, cutting from the belly up. I gasped as the knife teased my skin.

“Stop!” I begged, “What are you doing?” 

“I’m going to kill you, Amber,” he said, “But first I’m going to take a few things from you.” 

Oh no. Oh, Gods no!

“Stop!” I  screamed, squirming as his hand came for my bare chest, but he didn’t go for my breasts. Instead he yanked off my Triquetra necklace and then ripped Lily’s bracelet from my wrist. Dumbfounded, I watched as he walked away from me and placed the items in the small brown box by the side of the pentagram. I didn’t catch what was inside the box, but given that he had just removed something personal to me, and something personal to Lily, I suspected the inside box I would find something personal to Joanna.

Trophies?

“You can’t do this!” I said, “People will come looking for me!” 

“Like your out of town friend? And the junkie? And Eliza?” the Sheriff asked, “Don’t worry, they’ll all be taken care of, and Aaron too. I’ve got them where I want them.”

“My father’s wealthy,” I said, “He can give you money. Whatever it is you want, please, just don’t kill me and leave my friends alone!” 

The Sheriff came toward me again, stepping into the pentagram with me. His blade twinkled against the candlelight, hungry. I’m going to taste your flesh, it would say, if it had a voice to speak with.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said.

“I do have to, Amber,” the Sheriff said, “People like you cannot be allowed to exist. No one should be able to manipulate the laws nature. Nature doesn’t like being meddled with.” 

I swallowed hard and fought to keep myself from begging anymore. He wouldn’t get the satisfaction of hearing one more plea from my lips tonight, even if I would end up screaming from the pain once the blade started to do its thing. I didn’t want that to happen. Gods, no. Goddess protect me.

The clouds churned from high above. The wind picked up again and the Sheriff looked up into the roiling night sky. If I could just concentrate just for one moment, I could unleash the power of the Southern Watchtower on him. I didn’t even need to concentrate for that, only invoke it. 

So I started.

Hail unto you, O’Guardian—

“You know,” the Sheriff said, interrupting my thoughts. “Your friend Damien will make a perfect scapegoat for when I’m done with you.” 

Damien. 

“No!” I said. 

The Sheriff plunged the cold, steel blade into my gut.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

 

 

I dropped to my knees like a sack of potatoes. The hairs my arms and back rose as the cold of the blade soon turned into a throbbing, hot pain. I could feel myself shaking as I stared at the Ram’s head on the rocky ground beneath me, breathing in and out in bursts. The Sheriff’s circled around me like a vulture waiting for its prey to die. And as hot blood spilled out of my stomach and onto the pentagram, I was sure he wouldn’t have to wait long.

Then he stopped moving. This was it. The Sheriff had finished examining my naked flesh and decided where he would stick the knife next, where the final blow would go. He grabbed my hair and yanked hard, exposing my neck. I yelped from the pain but bit my lip to stifle the scream that wanted to get out. 

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” he asked into my ear.

I tried to make words, but through the pain I could only manage to blow air out of my mouth. The wet blade kissed the skin of my neck but I forced a word out through my lips.

“What’s that?” he asked. 

“F-fuck you,” I hissed.

“You have balls. More than the others did.”

I closed my eyes and breathed through the pain, concentrating on the wound in my stomach and flooding it with green orbs. A strong vibration started to pick up at the soles of my feet, Power rising through my body from the very rock itself and rushing into the open gash in my stomach. I was sure that Magick was the only thing keeping me from bleeding out, but I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep my concentration for long.

The Sheriff shoved me to my side and my shoulder hit the rock. He turned me onto my back and knelt over my body, straddling me, his knees on either side of my waist. His jeans were rough on my belly and the open wound stung from the pain caused by his movements, but I had the bleeding under control so long as I could keep my concentration. 

He stared down at my chest with the knife, waving around like an artist trying to decide where to start with his masterpiece. 

“What are you going to do?” I said.

“Shut up and keep still.”

He pinned my shoulder down with one hand and carefully brought the knife down upon the space just above my right breast. The tip of the blade cut through and pain filled my body once more, but I was filled with something else now, too. 

Power. 

I closed my eyes and bit my lip to stifle the scream. Above, the clouds rumbled angrily and lightning whipped and cracked as if reacting to the situation unfolding just beneath them. But they wouldn’t help me on their own. I needed to push them. I had to nudge nature itself into action, and as my body numbed to the pain from the wounds I had suffered, I attained a kind of calm I hadn’t felt in a while.

Hail unto you, I said in my mind, Guardians of the Watchtower of the South. The clouds flickered in shades of red and purple. A stormy wind descended upon the mesa at breakneck speed, with animalistic ferocity. Thunder roared above like a lion charging through a desert plain to face an opponent on the field of battle. 

The Sheriff pulled the dripping knife from my skin and looked over his shoulder, shielding his face with his hand. He snapped around and shot me a glare.

“Are you doing that, witch?” he asked.

I kept quiet, breathing hard through my nose.

I invoke thee, I thought, I invoke thee.

“Answer me!” he yelled, bringing the knife to my eye. 

I invoke thee.

A shockwave exploded out of me and the rock beneath me fractured and cracked. The Sheriff lost his balance and fell to his back a few feet away. I floated to my feet as if the wind itself were carrying me, and as the binds on my wrists undid themselves I stretched my blood soaked hands above my head. 

I took a deep breath of crisp air and stared at the Sheriff’s fuming face. “I invoke thee!” I said, screaming into the heaven. And at the sound of my voice, a crack of lightning fell from the sky and struck the Sheriff as he tried to stand, sending him sprawling to the ground and rolling along the rock. 

I advanced, anger fuelling the fire burning within me. My fingers and temples burned, I could hear my heart in my head, and I was sure the wound I my gut was open and bleeding. But I was free, and the Sheriff was struggling now, propping his body up with a hand and holding his chest with the other. 

He searched for his knife but couldn’t find it. “Bitch!” he said. Then he pulled a gun and trained it on me. “I should have just killed you,” he said, gritting his teeth. 

The gun went off, several rounds fired at point-blank range in flashes of gold and red. But none of them found their mark. It was as if the bullets refused to touch me, or couldn’t touch me. So I reached for the gun with my mind and visualized the weapon ablaze, and in an instant the Sheriff dropped the pistol and cradled his hand. Thunder and lightning crackled above, each roaring rumble seeming to shake the Ever Dark Mesa to the core. 

Disarmed and hurt, the Sheriff turned to look at me. “You don’t have the balls,” he said, “You’re just another pathetic creature!” 

“You have hurt too many,” I said, advancing. “Now you’ll feel our vengeance in this life and the next.” 

Though injured, the Sheriff stood up and charged, but he didn’t get far. A second bolt of lightning surged from out of the clouds and struck him in the chest. Then another strike came like a whip-crack from the Gods, smashing him in the back and forcing him to the ground, flailing and frothing at the mouth. 

For a moment it felt as though I was walking on air. Incomprehensible whispers were fluttering around me, male and female voices speaking in a cacophony I couldn’t understand but whose tone was clear. Vengeance. Righteousness. Death. But when the Sheriff’s body went limp, the wind and whispers died down and vanished. Even the thunder seemed to start putting distance between itself and the Mesa.

I fell to my knees and crawled toward the Sheriff’s body with one hand on my wound. When I reached his blistering, sizzling body—Gods, the smell of it—I stuffed my hand into his pocket and checked for his phone. Miraculously his old phone was intact and still working! And although it weighed a ton in my weakening hand, I hit the call button and dialed the last person the Sheriff had spoken to.

I collapsed to my side before someone picked up on the other line.

“Is it done?” asked a smooth, female voice. “Is she dead?” 

“You fucked with the wrong witch,” I said. 

The line went dead after a pause and the phone slipped out of my hand. I wouldn’t have been able to reply even if someone had kept the line open, but they hadn’t. 

As my consciousness started to slip I could have sworn I could hear someone calling my name, but I couldn’t turn around to look even if I wanted to. I was weak, cold, and shaking. The light from the fire still burning nearby was mesmerizing and I felt myself drawn to it; drawn to light, to warmth, and to life. 

To life.

Life.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

 

 

I dreamt I was a Raven soaring above town, darting through thin grey clouds with the wind in my feathers and a song in my heart; a song of longing. Alone, I searched for my sisters, cawing into the nothingness around me until, finally the clouds broke, apart and the sun shone through. There, bathed in sunlight, were the other Ravens; and they were waiting for me. 

I joined the constable and glided alongside the leader. She turned her oddly human eye at me and cawed, but the sound snapped me up from the jaws of oblivion and grounded me once more into the waking world. I blinked and struggled to make out the shapes in front of me. Breathing was pain. 

Movement was worse. 

Someone rushed to me and a warm hand caressed my cheek. “Amber,” the voice said, “Can you hear me?” 

I groaned.

“That usually means yes!” It was Eliza!

I tried to speak but coughing to clear my throat was way worse than breathing or even moving. Eliza offered me a glass of water and I drank deep. When I could speak, I said “Where am I?” 

“In the hospital,” she said. Eliza took my hand from the side of the bed. “You worried me half to death.”

“I’m sorry. I’ll let you know beforehand the next time some asshole is going to try and kill me.” 

She brought my hand to her lips and kissed it. “I’m glad you’re okay.” 

“What… happened?” I asked.

“We got him,” Damien said. I didn’t even know he was in the room until he spoke, but his floppy hair was a welcome sight. “The Deputy pieced everything together. He’s smarter than he looks.” 

“Wait, what does that mean?” I asked.

Damien glanced at Eliza. “It means the Sheriff has been charged with the recent murders in Raven’s Glen. Lily, Joanna, they can both rest now.”

The dream I had just experienced made sense, then. Lily was the Raven, and I had just seen her find Joanna. The thought filled me with a comfortable warmth and contentment I had never known until then, and would never forget—even if it saddened me a little that I would never see that Raven again.

“So… Eliza… you know?” I asked.

“It’s okay,” Eliza said, planting a kiss on my forehead, “I won’t say anything to anyone.”

“Eliza is the reason why I found you,” Damien said. “She came to see you at the station and when the Deputy noticed you and the Sheriff were both gone—”

“I convinced the Deputy that Damien would know where you were,” Eliza continued. “I bailed him out, Damien went all clairvoyant, described the place, and I knew where you were.”

“You… went clairvoyant?” I asked.

Damien cocked an eyebrow. “I had a good teacher.” 

“Thank you both,” I said, smiling. “You guys saved my life.” 

“You focus on resting,” Eliza said, “Let me go get you something to eat. The knife didn’t hit anything vital but you need your energy. You’ve been through so much.” 

I had no reason to argue with her, so I nodded and let her go but Damien chose to stay. 

“What does she know?” I asked.

“Everything, I guess.”

I sighed to myself, resting my head against the pillow. “I wish there had been another way. I didn’t want to drag her into this.” 

“I trust her when she says she won’t tell anyone.” 

“What about Aaron?” I asked, remembering that Aaron had been in the jail too.

“I don’t know. I haven’t been back to the station.” 

I drew another painful gulp of water and nodded. 

“I thought we were going to lose you,” Damien said.

“I’m still here.”

He opened his mouth as if to speak, but nothing happened for a time. Finally, he said, “I’m leaving Natalie… to be with you.”

“Damien,” I said.

“No… I can’t just pretend like I don’t have feelings for you, Amber. When I saw you lying there on the ground, when I carried you to the Deputy’s car, the thought of losing you hurt more than anything I had ever felt.”

“But… what about Natalie? You’ve been with her for a long time. You’re going to break her heart.”

“I know you’re only fighting because you think you’re telling me to do the right thing.” He took my hand. “But being with you is the right thing.”  

I couldn’t speak, couldn’t fight. Our future was still nebulous, but Damien kept my hand held in his and stayed with me during my recovery which, thanks to modern medicine and a little Magick, was swift and easy. I would have a few more scars on my body after it was all done, but someone once told me I looked pretty badass with a busted lip.

I wondered what he would think when he saw the scars.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

 

 

On the day I was discharged there was only one thing I wanted to do. I had a big apology to make and so I decided to go straight to Aaron’s place and talk to him. Making it through the ordeal had put color in my cheeks—which was ironic considering the amount of blood I had lost—and a spring in my step. So I arrived at Aaron’s apartment smiling, with a box full of warm, freshly made hazelnut cupcakes in my hands.

Aaron answered wearing a form flattering black vest, grey sweat pants and a pair of trainers. “Amber,” he said, surprised to find me at his door again.

“Going to the gym?” I asked.

“A run… come in.” 

He stepped aside to let me in and I swept into his house, placing the cupcakes on his kitchen counter.

“How are you feeling?” he asked.

“I’m okay. The pain doesn’t bother me so much anymore.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

I smiled. “The psychological trauma everyone’s so worried about? Don’t worry. I’ll get over it,” I said.

Aaron nodded. “You’re a tough cookie.” 

I smiled and approached. “I know you came to see me,” I said. 

He kept his mouth shut turned his head away from me. “Who told you?” he asked.

“Who do you think? She’s about yay tall, has black hair, and ice blue eyes.” 

Aaron nodded.

“Why did you come, though?” I asked.

“Why not?” 

“Aaron, look at me,” I said, turning his face toward mine. “Why did you come to the hospital to take care of me?”

“Because that’s what I do,” he said, “I take care of you.”

I sat on the side of the kitchen counter, close to him, and stared at my knees. “For so long you tried to make me believe you didn’t care. I was just… nothing to you.”

“Amber—”

“Let me finish,” I said. “I really did think that was all I was to you. That’s why I always kept you at arm’s length. It was a defense mechanism. I didn’t want you to hurt me.”

“Did you always think I would hurt you?” 

“I did,” I said, giving him my eyes again.

“You only kept me away to protect yourself. You can’t be blamed for that.”

“I used you, Aaron. You had feelings for me this whole time and I used you.” 

“That’s behind us now.”

“You’re right,” I said, sternly. “Because I can’t use you anymore. I won’t.”

“You don’t have to. You know how I feel now. Things can be different between us.”

“Aaron,” I said, stopping him, “I don’t—”

“Amber, I’ve wanted more with you for a while. I was happy to take what you gave me but I wanted more. I was always working towards it.”

“How?” I asked, “We’re so different. How could it have worked?”

“I don’t know. But we’re great together. Aren’t we?”

My heart was breaking. All along I was scared that he would be the one to hurt me and now I was hurting him. It frustrated me that he couldn’t even see what was happening right in front of him. 

“We can’t do this anymore,” I finally said.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

“This. Us. We can’t do this. It has to stop. Everything.”

“What?” His eyes darted from one side of my face to the other. “Why?”

“Because. I’m sorry, Aaron. We just can’t be together in that way.”

I could hear the tick-tock of the clock on the wall and cars whizzing past outside, but Aaron remained motionless and completely quiet. It felt like he hadn’t said anything in minutes until, finally, he spoke again.

“Then we can’t be friends anymore,” he said.

“Aaron, I want us to be friends.”

“If I have to look at you every time and see you with him… I don’t know how I would be able to contain myself. You can’t put me through that.”

“Damien and I are just friends too,” I said, remembering full well what Damien’s intentions were.

“Bullshit,” he said, “I know you’ve already slept with him. I’m more perceptive than you give me credit for.”

I swallowed and looked away, then nodded. “Alright,” I said. “Keep the cupcakes,” I added as I headed for the door. 

I didn’t fight him then. Life for Aaron away from me, away from the True Witch and her drama, would be better this way. Aaron didn’t deserve to be caught up in a world he didn’t understand, or belong in. 

I knew that, somewhere deep inside, a good guy lived inside of Aaron. I had experienced this goodness for a few days and couldn’t say I hadn’t enjoyed it. He was going to make some lucky girl very happy one day. But I wasn’t totally out of the water yet, and couldn’t take the responsibility of having to look after him and lie to him while I figured out who was pulling the Sheriff’s strings. 

I didn’t know who that woman on the phone was, but I knew she heard my message.

Whether that would deter her or just piss her off, only time would tell.
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Damien, Frank and I were sitting around a cauldron on a cold December night. Between the three of us we had hoisted it all the way into my attic, jammed it through the opening as best we could, and were getting ready to call down a spirit known as the Dagda. So not only were there three witches sitting around a huge iron pot, but we were also flanked on all sides by candles, crystals, and bowls filled with herbs.

Could the scene have been more cliché? Yes, it totally could have. 

For starters, we could have had a black cat running around in the attic with us. There could have been straw brooms floating along the floor, autonomously sweeping the dust that seemed to never to want to leave my attic. Or we could have all been wearing black hats—the tall pointy hats. But there was no cat, no brooms, and unfortunately no hats. 

At least, Damien and I weren’t wearing hats. But Frank was. It a little blue and white sailor’s hat he had chosen to wear along with a pair of colourful leggings and a plain black vest. The sight of him, with his square face, messy silver hair, and a hat clearly intended to be worn by a child, was pretty mortifying, like seeing a duck resting on the head of an alligator. But I had come to love his weirdness and embrace it much as I had my own.

Damien crawled over to the side of the room and lit a stick of cinnamon incense while I lit the pine and cedar. In moments, the three scents intermingled and infused the room with a warm, woody smell; like cookies baking on a tray over a crackling fireplace. I leant into the aroma, closed my eyes, and smiled.

"I love this time of year," I said, "There's a whole foot of snow outside and the three of us are in here, warm and cozy." 

"Don't get too comfortable," Frank said, "We're invoking the Dagda tonight so we’d better be at attention. He's a big deal." 

Frank wasn't kidding. I had learned a lot about the Spiritual side of Magick from him in the last few months since we met. It was one of his passions, he had told me, to learn about the invisible forces living in our universe and figure out how they may have informed the myths of yore. I soon learned that the strange witch was a veritable encyclopedia, if encyclopedias could go to clubs and wield Magick. 

"So, okay, how do we do this?" I asked. 

"Hands," Frank said, like a surgeon requesting a scalpel. 

The ritual was Frank's idea. I had a cursory knowledge of the Dagda, but it was Frank who decided to lead this ritual. Neither of us had ever attempted something like this before, but the sailor hat wearing witch seemed pretty confident he knew what he was doing. So Damien and I complied, and the three of us joined around the iron cauldron. It had to be made of iron "for authenticity's sake" Frank had said. But it meant the thing weighed a shit-ton. 

My arms hadn't yet stopped aching from the effort it took to hoist it up. 

I wanted to use Magick and just wish it into the attic, but Frank and Damien had scolded me for being reckless. I didn't think I was being unreasonable, though. What good was telekinesis if you weren’t allowed to move things around with your mind whenever you wanted to? Unreachable itches would be a thing of the past, for one. As would be getting up and walking over to bookshelf to pick up, or put back, a book. 

But no. No telekinesis for Amber Lee.

"Close your eyes," Frank said. "Clear your heads. Let the incense fill your nose…. and… all that bullshit." 

I did as Frank said and closed my eyes. I had meditated a thousand times, so this part wasn't difficult for me. It would always start the same way. All around me was water, and I was a little ship. The waves would lick at my hull, and I would listen to the gentle lapping sound until my mind began to float. Once I had started to float, I would be able to tell my invisible body where to go; higher into the astral Nether--that place where invisible things live--or lower into the self, into the deepest reaches of my psyche. 

I never went lower. 

Frank cleared his throat and started to speak. "We call to you, Dagda, father of Brigid. High King of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Hear us." 

"Hear us," Damien and I repeated. 

"Dagda," Frank continued, "Oh great Earth-God, we ask you to lend us your Undry so that we might be satisfied on this night. Hear us." 

Once again, Damien and I repeated "Hear us." 

Silence. 

Besides the tingle of excitement I couldn't feel anything else happening. I had learned to identify when the Power flowed through me. It was like an electric current--no, a surge of electricity—and it surrounded and filled me. It didn't make my hairs stand on end, but it touched my insides, snaked in and out of every pore in my body, and left me feeling giddy and high after. 

The Power hadn’t come.

"I don't feel anything," I said, opening my eyes. 

"Fuck," Frank said. "I knew I should have brought a harp." 

"A harp," Damien said, cocking an eyebrow. "You wanted to get a harp in here too?" 

"The Dagda played a harp. We could have done with a harp." 

"And where were we supposed to get a harp from?" 

"I don't know... we could have broken into a school?" 

"A school..." 

"Absolutely. We would have brought it back, of course." 

"Sure." 

I knew Frank was joking, but Damien hadn't yet adjusted to Frank's brand of sarcasm. I stifled a giggle at the thought of a gaunt man like Frank sneaking around a school wearing his sailor's hat and lugging around a huge harp. They wouldn't know what to make of him! I didn’t think anyone in Raven’s Glen was quite as flamboyant as he.

"Okay, we aren't getting a harp," I said, closing the discussion. "What do you think we did wrong?" 

"Maybe the Dagda isn't home?" Damien offered. 

"Oh, now he cracks a joke," Frank said, scoffing. 

"How about a rhyme?" I asked. 

"Actually, that could work," Frank said.

"A rhyme?" Damien asked. 

To answer Damien's question, I recited a part of the Wiccan Rede. "To bind the spell well every time, let the spell be said in rhyme." 

"I hadn't thought about that," Frank said, "I'm not used to using Magick with other people. It's like sharing a needle. I just don't do it... unless I'm out of needles or the guy is really, really cute." 

I rolled my eyes. "Well, yeah, that's why witches rhyme," I said, "Because it just works." 

"Any of you know any good rhymes we can use?" Damien asked Frank.

Frank cocked his head and raised both eyebrows. "Just because I'm gay doesn't mean I know how to rhyme. Or sing. Or even dance." 

"Okay," I said, after a moment, "Let's try this. Hands again, please." 

We joined again, closed our eyes, and allowed a moment for our minds to float again. Then, as though the words had been living in the back of my mind the whole time, I said: "We call upon a God so great, amidst a very sacred date, to bless us with a mighty feast of wine and bread and beast. To Dagda of the Irish Isle, God of Earth with charming smile, we gently do invoke thy power; be with us on the witching hour." 

At the edge of my aura a trickle of energy poked at my own. It was a curious energy, like a cat deciding whether or not to let me pet it. I wondered if my incantation took hold but didn't dare open my eyes; just in case. I had learned a thing or two about how to react to Magick phenomenon and knew well enough to remain still and not spook it.

Spook it. As if Magick could be spooked.

"Nothing's happened," Damien said. 

"What time is it?" I said. 

"Eleven fifty eight." 

Wow. 

"Creepy," Frank said. "Uncanny, even. The girl's a natural." 

I wasn't aware of the time before Damien had mentioned it. Using the witching hour in the rhyme just felt… natural. Somehow. Or maybe I was good at rhyming? Regardless, I still wouldn't open my eyes. The energy was there, tip-toeing around me, invisible, and I allowed it to continue undisturbed. 

"Can you guys feel that?" I asked. 

"Feel what?" Frank asked. 

I guess that's a no. 

"I feel... something," Damien said. We were all still holding hands. Between us, a current was starting to pass. His fingers were starting to feel rubbery against my own, as if one of us were plugged into a wall socket. 

"Do you know the incantation?" I asked the other witches, "Can you repeat it?" 

"I think so," Frank said. 

Damien also agreed. 

"Alright, let's do it three times. I'll start, we'll do it row-your-boat style." 

A pause, a breath, and I started the rhyme again. Frank and Damien joined in on cue and our voices became a unified rhyme, echoing off the attic walls. This time, I knew, something would happen. I had no idea what exactly would happen–but it would be big.

We call upon a God so great, amidst a very sacred date, to bless us with a mighty feast of wine and bread and beast. To Dagda of the Irish Isle, God of Earth with charming smile, we gently do invoke thy power; be with us on the witching hour.

I had finished my first lap of the entire rhyme when it started. The reliable SS Amber Lee, floating along the vast ocean of my consciousness, never soared to the skies or sank to the depths unless I willed it to. She never ran aground, never veered off course, and her crew never mutinied against her captain. 

Until now. 

We call upon a God so great amidst a very sacred date… 

My meditation ship sighted land and raced toward it as if pulled by some kind of massive force. I tried to steer it back on course, but my will faltered. A trickle of exhilaration found its way to the base of my spine and was starting to creep, like a pair of warm hands—a lover's hands—around my abdomen. 

… to bless us with a mighty feast of wine and bread and beast.

Every word that came out of my mouth sent a little vibration pulsing into the warm, wet space between my legs. I couldn't sit still! The vast ocean looked, now, more like a flat stomach—Damien's stomach—and the ship was a pair of fingers, a set of lips, and a tongue. Lapping, tasting. 

To Dagda of the Irish Isle, God of Earth with charming smile…

Time began to grind to a halt. Each word I spoke felt like it had been spoken an hour apart from the last one. Days apart. Worlds apart. In the space between them there was only Damien and hunger, lust, want, need—close. Lips, tongue, breasts, groans, rhythms, heartbeats, desire—so close! 

…we gently do invoke thy power; be with us on the witching hour.

My eyes snapped open. I bit my lip and turned my face away, though I was sure the others had seen the sudden flush to my cheeks. Or maybe they hadn’t. Maybe they had kept their eyes closed the whole time and hadn’t seen what had just happened to me. But I was a throbbing, aching mess, and I hadn't even been touched! What the hell was that about? 

Blood was racing to my cheeks, flushing them with a warm glow. Frank and Damien were staring, now, although Frank had a sneaky grin on his face as if he was in on my little secret. And maybe he was. Frank had a knack for knowing things he wasn't supposed to know, and I felt like an open book to him even when I was at my most composed. 

"Are you okay?" Damien asked. 

"Yeah," I said. Breathe deep and slow. "I'm fine, why?" 

"You trailed off at the end." 

"Did... we finish?" 

"One of us did," Frank said. Oh, Frank. He knew. Of course he did. 

"We finished," Damien said, nodding. 

"And... what time is it?" 

Damien checked. 12:02am. 

"Now what?" I asked. I let my shoulders drop, bid my body to relax, and leaned back on the pillows beneath my butt. But boy if I wasn't looking at Damien like a dog eying a piece of meat. I couldn't remember the last time I felt so... so... turned on. I blew a kiss to Damien when caught me staring and he smiled. 

"Now," Frank said, "We do this." 

He grabbed a plastic cup, dipped it into the empty cauldron, and scraped around at the bottom. He looked determined, concentrated, like a miner digging into a hole he knew was full of riches if only he could reach deep enough. Of course, the cauldron had a bottom, but after a moment I couldn't hear the sound of his cup touching the iron, and Frank's hand was stuck in there all the way to the elbow! 

"Frank?" I asked. 

"Schh," he said, and when he pulled his hand back his cup was filled with a sloshy, cinnamon scented liquid. 

"Uhh... what is that?" Damien asked. 

Frank brought his nose to the rim of the cup, took a whiff. "Spiced cider," he said. 

"But… where...?" I didn't finish the question. It was a stupid question. Of course it came from inside the cauldron; I just didn't know how it was even possible for spiced cider to just manifest out of thin air. 

"What did we just do?" I asked.

Frank took a sip of the drink and smiled, satisfied. "Just a little magick at midnight," he said. “Wanna do some more?” 
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