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FORGED IN DARKFIRE

An Amber Lee Mystery Novella

 

 

By Katerina Martinez

 

A memory that kills. A witch on the run. An innocent hanging in the balance.

 

Her hair smelt like honey and cinnamon. He tried his best not to get involved with her, kept her away for the good of the coven they were both a part of - or at least that's what he told himself. But he couldn't keep her far enough away, and now she's involved. Damien Colt never thought his family would find him and his sister Lily, but when his past catches up with him he must act or let an innocent woman be consumed by a foul spell that was meant for him.

 

Damien must decide if keeping the world away from his most vulnerable self is more important than having blood on his hands, and he must do it fast. The Dark Fire waits for no man.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

The wind had a cold bite tonight. Where Damien Colt had been standing, with one foot in the sand and another on a rock, staring out over the San Francisco bay, there was no defense against the chill and the smell of salt and marine life. The water was dark and choppy, and a mist had rolled in so thick it had all but swallowed the entirety of the Golden Gate Bridge and its bright orange lights. 

Until about a moment ago Damien had been watching, and waiting. Waiting for his Coven to arrive and watching the mist devour the bridge like some impossibly huge beast eating another. Until about a moment ago the sandy, rocky walkway had been quiet and empty. Still, save for the lapping of the water on the rocks. But he had thrown his own voice into the silence and broken the magic of the place when Lily called him up.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “But I have to stay here. My boss is making me close up; says he has a show to get to or something.” 

“And there’s nothing you can do?” Damien asked.

“What can I do? I either close up or I get fired. What do you think I’m gonna do?” 

“And what about Natalie?” 

“What about her?” 

“I’m supposed to meet her… on my own?” 

“I don’t see what the problem is.”

Damien looked around for signs of anyone approaching and lowered his voice. “What am I supposed to do with her?” he asked.

“Talk to her? Get to know her? I don’t understand what your issue is with her. She’s sweet, and she’s a part of this Coven too.” 

“Yeah, but—”

“But nothing, Damien. Suck it up and hang out with her. You need social interaction with someone besides me. As soon as I’m out of here I’ll give you a call and if you’re still together I’ll come down and get you.”

He heard footsteps and spun around. There, coming up along the walkway, was a woman. She had her hands buried deep in the pockets of a long coat she was wearing and the wind was tugging at her hair and the purple woolen scarf wrapped warmly around her neck.

It’s her, he thought.

“She’s here,” he said down the phone, “I’ve gotta go.” 

“Da—” is as far as his sister got before he hung up.

He put the phone into his jacket pocket, tucking his hand in there too for warmth, and stepped off the rock to intercept the incoming Witch. The rumble of distant thunder caught his attention and he turned his eyes to the clouds as he walked, checking for signs of potential rain, but he was no closer to figuring out whether bringing an umbrella would have been prudent by the time Natalie came to within talking distance. 

“Hey,” she said. Her voice carried and seemed to skip along the water, across the bay. He wondered if someone on the other side of the bridge had just heard her soft voice come sailing over the misty ocean.

“Hey,” he echoed. They shook hands. Hers was warm while his was cold.

“Where is everyone?” Natalie asked.

“Sorry,” he said, “Lily just called; she’s stuck at work so she won’t be coming down here. Neither will the others.” 

“So it’s just you and me?” 

“Yeah, seems like it.” 

“That’s okay,” she said, smiling. There wasn’t a lot of light on the rocky beach by the San Francisco trail save for a faint yellow glow from the nearby car park; light that seemed to have managed to escape the fog’s grasp. It was only barely enough light for him to make out the smile on her face, but Damien didn’t need the light to know she wasn’t entirely disappointed by the fact that no one else would be able to show up.

For a few weeks he had known about the little crush she had on him. The first time he had felt it was during a get-together Lily had thrown for the Coven. It wasn’t a big party or anything, just a quiet shin-dig at their place; a couple of Witches drinking a few beers and watching a few movies. He had met Natalie a few times before—during her initiation a few weeks prior to then—but they had never really spoken much until that night. 

When a girl falls asleep on your shoulder during a movie, he had thought, it must be because she likes you.

And the idea of it—of her liking him—terrified him, only he couldn’t tell her why.

“I don’t know,” he said, unsure whether to look at the bay or the yellow fog by the car park. Anywhere but her eyes. “Without them around I’m not sure what we’re hoping to get done tonight.” 

“Oh,” she said.

“Do you want to, maybe, reschedule?” He looked at her then, and he saw her smile vanish from her face like many grains of sand pushed along by a strong wind.

“I, uh… I guess we can,” she said.

Damien felt like someone had reached into his heart and squeezed it tight when he saw her face change. She was a beautiful girl, really she was, and sweet too, but it wasn’t that. It simply wouldn’t have been right for him to get involved with someone in his Coven. He knew in his heart of hearts it would have only spelled danger for him and everybody else if he were to allow her feelings for him to develop any further. And yet here he was; standing in front of a girl whose heart it felt like he had just broken. 

“You know what,” he said. 

Instantly he caught her attention. “Yeah?” she asked.

“It’s really cold and we’ve both come all the way out here. Do you… want to get some coffee?” 

The Bay Beach Bistro wasn’t far from where they were standing. All they had to do was cross the car park and they would find it; even if the thick fog surrounding the area would make them believe the world didn’t exist beyond their tiny corner of beach. Going somewhere warm to at least get out of the cold didn’t sound like a bad idea to him, and by the way her face seemed to have regained its smile, a hot drink didn’t seem like a bad idea to her either.

The car park across from the beach was devoid of people and played host to only a handful of cars. The fog did a good job of swallowing both light and sound, so it wasn’t until Damien and Natalie had walked along the adjoining path and gotten closer to the cafe that they heard signs of life besides their own. 

Until then they may as well have been the only two people on the planet. 

The warm air inside the quaint little beach bistro hugged Damien and bid him welcome as he entered. Inside, the air was heavy with the smell of freshly baked bread, cinnamon, coffee, and—somehow—honey. It wasn’t until he was walking behind Natalie toward a booth in the corner of the building that he realized the cinnamon and honey aroma was coming off of her.

How could her scent have been so powerful it squashed all others?

Damien took a seat in the booth, squirmed out of his pea coat, and placed it on the side. Natalie did the same, only she reached over with her coat and placed it above Damien’s instead of dropping it at her side. She was smiling when she did it, but he didn’t question it. A gesture he was supposed to pick up on?

“I’ve never smelt that perfume before,” he said. “What is it?” 

“The one I’m wearing?” she asked, “It’s just something I learned to put together. All made from natural stuff.” 

“You did that yourself?” 

“Oh yeah, totally. Lily gave me this—”

“Evenin’,” said the waitress, interrupting whatever Natalie was about to say. “What can I get ya?” 

“I’ll have a hazelnut latte,” Damien said.

“And I’ll have a caramel hot chocolate if that’s okay?” 

“Fasho,” said the waitress, “Either of you two kids tryna eat?” 

Fasho? Tryna? Damien searched Natalie’s face for an answer, but she only smiled.

“Nah,” Natalie said, “That’s it for now. Good looks, though.” 

Good looks? 

The waitress took their orders and headed back toward the counter, stopping along the way to take an order off another patron sitting on a stool nearby. When she was out of earshot, Damien turned to Natalie and cocked an eyebrow.

“Don’t come to the bay often?” she asked, sensing his confusion.

“I don’t. I live on Fulton Street, by the Alamo park, and I work nearby too so I don’t have to come down here often. Did that waitress just ask if we were trying to eat?” 

Natalie smiled and shook her head. “That’s just how they talk on the bay. I grew up here. My dad was a fisherman.” 

“But I’ve never heard you use those words before.” 

“I’ve learned to switch between bay speak and regular speak,” she said, proudly. “Maybe I can teach you some day?” 

There was that hopefulness again. He knew she wasn’t just trying to be friendly; only a fool would have missed those cues. But he couldn’t bear to see her smile disappear again. Seeing her here, now, cheeks flushed from the sudden change of cold to hot, her tumble of brunette hair perfectly framing her face and cascading down to her shoulders… in another life he would have sold his arm for a girl like her. 

But not in this life.

She was off-limits. It hadn’t been an imposition placed on him by Lily, either. He had just decided he wouldn’t get into a relationship with her. Because if he did and the relationship didn’t work out, what then? A lifetime of awkward Coven meetings, that’s what. He couldn’t have that on his conscience. Lily had worked too hard to set them both up in San Francisco only for Damien to screw it up. 

He nodded and smiled. “So, how, uh, was your day?” 

Natalie sighed, unraveled the purple scarf from around her neck, and pulled off the black gloves she had been wearing. “Not great,” she said. “I had to rush through the last part of my last assignment to get it handed in before Christmas break. I’m officially free from school now, but these last few days have felt like a marathon sprint.” 

“I bet,” he said.

“How about you? What have you been up to?” 

“I’m still interning for a junior graphic designer at Project12,” he said, “I impressed my boss with a logo I made for a small publishing firm today, so that was pretty great.” 

“Oh wow, congratulations.” 

“Yeah, I’m hoping they’ll give me a real job… you know, one with real money. But I’m not in a hurry yet.” Damien looked around, lowered his voice, and asked “How are you with your Magick?” 

“Learning,” Natalie said, matching the volume of Damien’s voice. “I’m still new at the whole thing but I’ve read every book Lily gave me and I practice every night. She gave me a few advanced spells to do, including a binding ritual, but I put together a few little ones and came up with this...” 

She brushed her hands through her brunette hair, shook the locks loose, and the sweet aroma of cinnamon and honey came rushing out, overpowering every other scent in the air. Damien didn’t want to say it, but he was impressed. When Lily discovered Natalie she had the Magical ability of a ham-sandwich, but now—only a few short weeks later—she seemed as confident and as capable as he was. 

“You did that?” he asked. “On your own?” 

“Yeah. But this is a trifle compared to what you can do,” she said, smiling. 

“I don’t do much myself, but thank you.”

“I call modesty.”

“I really don’t, though. All I do is call the elements.” 

“And that’s nothing to you? The Guardians themselves listen to you. That’s like having a phone line to a God. Actually, I was wondering if, maybe…” she trailed off.

It was coming. Damien knew then before the words left her mouth what she was about to ask, and sitting there across from her, drinking in her delicious perfume and watching her long, dark eyelashes flutter, he knew he wouldn’t have a choice in his answer. 

“I don’t know if it’s such a good idea,” he said. 

Natalie paused and nodded. “Yeah, I understand. I’m still very new and—”

“It’s not that,” he said, “It just takes a toll, you know?” 

He wasn’t exactly lying; calling the power of the Elements came as easily as thought but it did leave you feeling drained after. Nothing a bite to eat couldn’t fix, but for the purposes of deflecting, he was happy to stretch the truth.

“Takes a toll?” she asked, “I don’t think you’re being totally honest with me.” 

“Oh?”

“No. I think you want to keep the magick all to yourself,” she said, grinning.

“I don’t. I wouldn’t.” 

“It’s either that or you’re trying to protect me from harm, which—nice as it is—I don’t need you to do. I would rather you just teach me.”

“I’m not a Master.” 

“You’re more experienced than me, so that makes you my Master.”

Damien shuddered, but it was a warm, excited kind of shudder. The kind that made him tingle and shake all over. He couldn’t tell whether it had been what she had just said or the way in which she had said it, but he couldn’t say no. Not now. If he did, he would be a dick.

“Alright,” he said, “I’ll show you.”

Natalie smiled. “Just so we’re clear; you’re going to teach me how to talk to the Guardians?”   

Damien nodded and smiled. “Sure,” he said, “What’s the worst that could happen?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

If someone had asked him whether he was enjoying his quality time with Natalie, he would have found himself hard pressed to say no. All told, Natalie was sweet, funny, beautiful, and a Witch. He would never have to hide his true nature from her, or that of his sister, simply by virtue of that fact alone. And yet, every second he spent in her presence was even more nerve-wrecking than the last.

Was he really so afraid of coming clean to her about the boundaries of their relationship or was it… something else? 

Whatever it was, Damien hadn’t been able to sit still since they sat down at the booth. Their conversation had been pleasant enough and their drinks warm and welcome on a cold night such as this. But his mind was elsewhere. In fact, all night his mind had been on the moment of their parting.

And the time had come.

“So, what do you want to do?” she asked.

“I can take you home if you want?” Damien said. 

“Are you sure?” she asked, “I wouldn’t want to put you out.” 

“I don’t have a car or anything but we can share a cab?” He had noticed she wasn’t heading for the car park. 

“Okay, awesome. And, actually,” she said, spinning and raising her finger as if she had just remembered something, “My roommates aren’t home. They’ve all gone home for Christmas break, so… do you think you could maybe… come up and show me a little of that elemental Magick? Only because I wouldn’t want tonight to go to waste.”

She had a point. They had both cleared their schedules to participate in a little Coven bonding tonight only to have been bailed on, and Lily had said she would come down and see them once she got off work. All Damien had to do was keep Natalie entertained for as long as Lily was busy and everything would be okay.

At least until the next time their paths crossed.

Don’t be a dick, Damien he thought to himself. But he couldn’t help shake the feeling that the stars themselves were aligning in some strange way, plotting to have Damien and Natalie alone for some reason only they understood. What scheme were they hatching? 

When they stepped out of the Bay Beach Bistro the nearby ocean spray reached out and touched them with icy, salty fingers. They turned their faces away from the cold and headed down the asphalt path away from the beach ending at the foot of a main road and only a few minutes’ walk from a row of waiting cabs. 

The ride was spent mostly in silence. San Francisco was quiet and devoid of all life, it seemed. The fog clung to the roads and buildings like a blanket, obscuring all but the faint glow from street lights and buildings. Were it not for them, it would seem like they were driving on a road to nowhere. 

The cab eventually slid to a halt. Natalie paid the man, though Damien put up a fight before submitting and slipping out of the cab. They were somewhere downtown, now, surrounded by tall buildings he couldn’t see the tops of and streets which seemed to disappear after a few feet. He watched the cab drive off and vanish into an orange cloud, leaving only the faintest impression of two red lights in its wake. 

A few moments later the fog took them too. 

“Do you live here?” Damien asked.

“Sorta,” Natalie said, pulling an ATM card out of her purse. “If we’re going up to my place we’ll need some groceries so I thought we’d stop here and get some. My fridge is empty.” 

“Can you at least let me pay for them? I wasn’t even given a chance to pull my wallet out and pay the cabbie.” 

“No, no,” she said, smiling and waving her gloved hand, “You’re coming to my place which makes you my guest.” 

Damien followed his Coven mate to the ATM, recognizable only as a blinking green light sunken into a gray wall a short way down the street. It struck him now just how quiet everything was. No cars. No people. No life. Where the hell was everybody? There had been people at the Bay Beach Bistro and that was out on the beach. This was downtown San Francisco, all tall buildings, exclusive bars, and limousines. 

But it seemed to him, as he waited for Natalie to make a withdrawal from her bank account, that they were the only two people on the street—no—the only two people in the whole city. First the quiet of the lonely beach, and now this. If the universe was sending him some kind of sign it sure was pulling all the stops; and here he was, doing his best to ignore it.

“Done,” Natalie said as she stuffed a number of crisp bills into her purse. “It’s this way.” 

He followed, hands in pockets and silent.

“I like your sister,” she said, “She’s so sweet, isn’t she?” 

“Yeah, she is.”

“Is she your only sister? Like, do you have other siblings?”

“Yeah, she’s my only sister.” 

“That’s cool. I’ve got a brother, but he’s studying Marine Biology in Australia so we don’t get to see each other very much.” 

“I’m sorry to hear it.”

“It’s okay; he comes back for the holidays and stuff, but I think he may move there when he and his fiancée have their baby.”

“Oh sweet; you’re gonna be an aunt? Congratulations.”

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it.”

Inside his jacket pocket, his phone chirped and vibrated. Finally, signs of life, he thought. It was a text message from Lily. She wanted to know how things were going and to let him know that she could be with them soon.

“Everything ok?” Natalie asked. 

Damien thought about his reply—the one to Natalie and the one to Lily—for a second. He chose to write back and tell Lily not to worry about joining them tonight. That, he thought, would make her and Natalie happy.

“Yeah,” he said when he sent his text, “Just my sister. Turns out she can’t make it tonight at all. Looks like it’s just you and me.” 

“And are you okay with that?” she asked.

“Sure,” he said, “I don’t have anything else to do tonight.”

“Oh, so it’s like that, huh?” she said, smiling and nudging him in the arm.

“No, I didn’t mean it like that… you know what I meant.”  

Natalie smiled, nodded, and continued on down the street. But out of the corner of his eye Damien caught a flash of green light through the fog. At first he thought it was a street light, but when he turned his attention to it fully he saw something else.

An entire section of the fog had turned green, as if a brilliant green light had been lit somewhere inside and from the space, someone was emerging—a figure in a long cloak, wearing a hood. It was a man, Damien saw, tall and broad shouldered. And though he couldn’t see the face beneath the hood he knew—he knew—who the man was. The ripples of Magick emanating from that sickly green glow were only all too familiar. 

His blood turned to ice in his veins and his throat closed up tight, but he grabbed Natalie by the arm, jerked her hard, and forced the word out of his mouth.

“Run!”  

Natalie didn’t have a chance to protest. Damien shot down the street with the confused witch in tow, back the way they had come. He stretched his hand before him as he ran, opened his palm, and in his mind summoned down the Power of the Guardian of the East; the element of air. Warm vibrations thrummed within his chest, rippling through his arm, toward his fingers, and out into the world. 

From behind there came a strong breath of wind that split the fog apart and cleared a path for him to go through, closing behind them as they went. Natalie ran too, though she didn’t know why and Damien wasn’t in a position to explain. Not right now. She would have to trust that this man was not company she wanted to keep.

“This way,” Natalie said, catching on to the fact that they were running from someone and not just out for a nightly jog. She tugged on Damien’s arm and pulled him down an alley that opened up to their right. 

When Damien turned into the alley the wind at his back turned too, blowing hard into the alley and sending the fog reeling into the night. Large garbage dumpsters squeaked along, pushed by the wind, while cats dashed out of their hidey holes—likely sensing the Magick—as all manner of debris kicked up around them. The wind helped them see where they were going, but Damien didn’t know this part of San Francisco. He had pulled Natalie along and begged her to run and to trust him. Now he would have to trust her to know how to get to their destination.

For a long time they ran, turning corners this way and that. All the while the wind remained, fanning the fog away before them and closing it up again at their backs as if to cover their movements. A homeless man awoke upon feeling the wind rock his cardboard house and looked out just in time to catch Damien and Natalie sprinting past. Up ahead, a murder of crows that had been perched on lengths of taught wire stretching from one building to another took flight to avoid the incoming gust of wind. They seemed to be traveling deeper into the heart of downtown, getting closer to people—people they would be safe around. 

If they could only reach a nightclub district or a length of bars, they would be safe. But safe from whom? Damien knew the man he had just seen and by virtue of his aura had recognized him as being someone from his past, from his time at the Compound, but it could have been anyone. Brian? No. But maybe Henry, Brian’s son. He was resourceful and powerful. But how had they found him? And… oh shit, Lily! Had they found her too? 

He had to call her; had to find a place to rest so that he could call and hear his sister’s voice, make sure she was okay. If they had found him then surely they had found her, and if they had found her… only the Gods know what they would do to her for escaping and taking him with her. Every second that passed deepened Damien’s anxiety until his heart felt like it was slamming against the sides of his throat and his head at different intervals. 

Then Natalie made a right turn, and Damien got his wish. They had reached a dead end. Between the two brick buildings on either side stood a brick wall, connecting the two, easily ten or fifteen feet tall; too high for either of them to climb alone, and maybe even too tall for them to climb even with a boost.

Damien fumbled around in his pocket for his phone and dialed Lily’s number.

“Damien, what are you doing?” Natalie asked, breathless.

“I’m calling my sister,” he said, equally out of breath, “I need to know that she’s okay.” 

“Lily? But, why her? Can you please tell me what’s going on?” 

The phone rang. One ring. Two rings. Three rings.

“Damien?” Natalie asked.

“There was a man,” Damien said, “In the fog. I saw him come out of it.” 

Six rings. Seven rings. Come on!

“A man?” Natalie asked, “I didn’t see anyone. I felt something, though.” 

“You felt the Magick, then.” 

Natalie nodded.

Ten rings. Eleven rings. Lily!

“Hello?” Lily’s voice on the other side of the line felt like a breath of fresh air to a man who hadn’t breathed in all his days.

“Lily,” Damien said, “You’re alright?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine, why? You’re out of breath.” 

“Listen to me. I think someone’s found me. Someone from the Compound.” 

He hadn’t said those last two words aloud to anyone. No one knew of Damien and Lily’s past living as prisoners in a Witch Compound up in Oregon, least of all Natalie who had only just joined the Coven. Whenever he recalled that horrid place in recent nights the memories seemed to almost belong to someone else. They had been distant and hazy, and unreliable. But it seemed that by virtue of his recognizing that man in the fog the memories had been jolted back into sharp focus and he could remember their faces again. 

Natalie had her eyes fixed on Damien, likely trying to understand what he had just said.

Lily had been quiet for a few moments, and the silence was urging Damien’s heart to thump harder. 

“Are you sure?” Lily finally asked.

“I’m sure,” Damien said.

“You need to get to me now. Tell me where you are and I’ll come get you.” 

“I… I don’t know where I am,” he said, searching Natalie’s face for an answer. 

She thought about it, turned around to get her bearings, and then let off a glass shattering scream. Damien spun around on the spot and saw the man standing at the mouth of the alley, his cloak snapping in the breeze of Damien’s own conjuring, features obscured by the cowl he wore over his head.

The man was silent, wrapped in an ominous miasma befitting a Warlock of the Compound. Time itself seemed to slow to a crawl and the alley stretched and elongated, warping Damien’s perceptions. All he could hear was his heart thumping in his head and the snapping of the man’s cloak in the wind. 

Then the warlock moved. Wide-eyed, Damien watched as the man thrust a cupped palm forward and sent a bolt of green energy hurtling across the length of the alley. The light came forth in a beautiful show of jades, whites and yellows and all Damien could do was watch and wait as it came to him; came for him.

Then there was another scream, but before the scream Damien had been pushed. Or had he been pushed after the scream? He didn’t know. Nothing made sense. Time wasn’t working according to any known laws. The next thing he knew he was on the ground. His phone had flown out of his hand and gone bouncing along the gravel floor but he… he was alive, and the light was gone. The ripple it had left in the Currents was there—sickly and foul—but the light, and the warlock were gone. 

Struggling, Damien rose to his feet as the wind died down around him. The breeze had been replaced by the sound of thunder grumbling up above, and when he looked he saw green flashes of light pulsing erratically behind the clouds, creating strange and terrible shapes; skulls, teeth, eyes. 

Natalie.

“Natalie!” he said.

She wasn’t where she had been a moment ago. Damien did a frantic 360 degree spin and found her lying on the ground, easily ten feet away from where she had been, face down, and not moving. 

Natalie pushed me aside, he thought, trembling, she pushed me aside and took the hit for me.

The force of the impact had sent Natalie into the brick wall that had previously blocked them their escape. He rushed to her side, threw himself to the ground, and checked for her pulse. It was there, but it was weak.

“Natalie,” he said, tapping her soft face, “Fuck, Natalie!” 

But Natalie wouldn’t wake. Was she concussed? He checked the back of her head but couldn’t feel any blood. That didn’t mean she wasn’t concussed, though, only that she wasn’t bleeding. It was some kind of consolation, but not much. Seeing her lying on the ground, unconscious, skin pale, lips slightly parted, twisted his gut into a knot and made him go cold. 

This was my fault.

He craned his head around, remembering he had been on the phone to Lily, and saw the phone on the ground only by the brightness of the display. He laid Natalie’s head gently on the ground, dashed across the alley for his phone, and slammed it against his ear.

“Lily?” he said, panting, “Are you there?” 

“Oh my God, Damien, what the fuck just happened?” she asked.

“You need to come and get us,” Damien said, struggling to find the words, “Natalie’s been hurt. She’s unconscious, I don’t think she’s bleeding, but she took a big hit and she’s—fuck, Lily—I think she just saved my life.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

She was starting to go cold. Despite the coat and the scarf and the gloves, Natalie’s hands were freezing cold, and the feel of her skin was continuing to twist Damien’s stomach, wringing it out like a wet rag. How could this have happened? Why did this happen? Where had that warlock come from, and what had he done to Natalie? 

The questions came at him fast like rapid heartbeats, but he couldn’t answer them. He had to pick Natalie up, wrap her in his jacket, and make tracks toward the street where Lily said she would be waiting. Carrying Natalie’s dead weight wasn’t easy, especially with the cold cutting into Damien’s exposed arms and neck. But a few words of Power helped to warm his body enough that he didn’t have to worry about the cold, and the adrenaline running through his system afforded him three times his own strength; enough to carry Natalie’s unconscious body to the place he had to get to.

When he got there the street was empty. The fog remained, floating silently like a procession, swallowing everything in its path. Occasionally Damien would hear a car whooshing past. His heart would leap, hoping that the car would stop and Lily would come out. But she hadn’t arrived yet, and Damien’s arms were starting to get weak. 

He glanced at Natalie’s body, flaccid in his arms, her head hanging listlessly, and wished for her to wake up and snap out of it when suddenly it looked, for a moment, like her face pinched into a grimace. His heart started to race in his chest. Damien could feel his own pulse banging against his temples but he couldn’t reach for her face to touch it or he would drop her.

“Natalie?” he said, “Can you hear me?” 

She was moaning now, her muscles twitching involuntarily. Was she dreaming? 

“Natalie please,” he said, “Please wake up.” 

But she didn’t, and before he could ask again a car screeched to a halt only a few feet from the mouth of the alley Damien had been hiding in. Lily emerged from the driver’s side, scrambled around the car, and opened the back seat door. She had probably broken a few laws to get here as fast as she had, but he was glad for it.

“How is she?” she asked, holding the door open. 

“I don’t know,” he said, gently easing Natalie’s body into the back. “Unconscious, far as I can tell, but I don’t know.” 

Arching over her now, after he had folded Lily’s jacket and placed Natalie’s head on it, he brushed her hair out of her face and tapped her lightly on the cheek. But Natalie’s skin was pale and cold to the touch, and she would not twitch like she had done before. She had a pulse—a weak one—but a pulse nonetheless. 

“Jesus, Damien, what the fuck happened?” Lily asked.

Damien stepped out of the car, closed the backdoor, and went for the passenger seat. “Some guy came at us,” he said once Lily was inside. 

Without skipping a beat, she peeled out and started along the quiet San Francisco streets. “Some guy? Did you see who it was?” 

“I don’t know who it was. He was wearing a hood or a mask or something.” 

“You didn’t check?” 

Damien ran his hands through his hair and sighed. He was constantly checking over his shoulder to make sure Natalie wouldn’t fall off the seat. “The fog was thick,” he said, “I saw his silhouette the first time. Then in the alley, it all happened so damn fast. He threw some magick at Natalie but I think… I think the magick was meant for me.” 

“For you?” 

“Natalie pushed me out of the way. It happened while I was on the phone with you. I had my back turned and didn’t see him coming. I’m a fucking idiot.” 

“No,” she snapped, “None of this is your fault, do you understand?” 

Damien nodded, though he only did it to reassure his sister. He wasn’t about to stop blaming himself for what just happened to Natalie. It happened on his watch, while she was with him, so it was his fault. He was the more experienced Witch, after all. And yet, if it hadn’t been for what she did, he would be the one passed out right now under whatever hex that guy had lain. 

Would she ever wake up? He dared not think like that. Not right now. But the thought came at him anyway like a bill in the mail you wished you could ignore but simply couldn’t. He looked at her again and for a moment she had an almost calm serenity about her; like she was just in a deep sleep and could wake up at any moment. But the thought turned to ash in his mouth when he realized that she wouldn’t just wake up. 

He didn’t know how the certainty had come; only that it was there.

When they arrived at the bottom of Lily’s apartment building she helped him carry the Witch up the stairs and into Lily’s bedroom where she proceeded to check the bumps and bruises on her skin. As a trained first aider she would be able to determine whether there was anything seriously wrong with her. 

Damien, meanwhile, took the spiritual approach and went about the room lighting the various candles Lily had on display. She loved candles. On the dresser he found a stick of incense and several lilac and jade candles, so he lit those. Then he went around and lit a bunch of fresh tea-lights, scattering them on whatever surface he could find. Finally he plucked a white candle from a drawer Lily had pointed out to him, placed it on the bedside table closest to Lily, and lit that too.

Green, white, and purple; those were the colors of healing, protection, and the banishment of negativity. 

“So, where are the others?” Damien asked. It seemed like a random question to ask at the time, but it came anyway.

“When I was stuck working late I called the meeting off. I figured you’d eventually come round, realize that Natalie’s great, and want to hang out with her on your own so I rescheduled with the others for next week.” 

If only Lily hadn’t done that things may have turned out differently, he thought. But he couldn’t blame his sister for wanting to set him up. “How is she,” he finally asked.

“Alive,” Lily said, “And stable. She’s breathing ok, her heart seems fine. Besides a couple of bumps and bruises she should be fine… and awake.” 

“But she isn’t.” 

“No.” 

Silence hung. Outside he could hear traffic whooshing past. He wondered where the fuck they had all been when the warlock came.

“Do you think the hit she took knocked her out?” Damien asked.

“Maybe,” Lily said, “How hard do you think she hit the wall?” 

Damien didn’t like thinking about it, didn’t enjoy picturing Natalie getting struck by a bolt of energy and hurled into a solid wall. He hadn’t seen it happen, but his imagination filled in the blanks. Crack. That was the sound her body had made when it hit the wall.

“Hard,” he said, “I’d be surprised if nothing’s broken. Can you reach for her? If she’s just knocked out, I mean.” 

“I hadn’t thought about it,” Lily said, considering.

“Do it. Please.” 

Lily nodded and sat on the bed next to Natalie. Damien watched as she placed her hand on the side of Natalie’s face that wasn’t touching the pillow and closed her eyes. He had never seen Lily do this before, but he knew she could. Her Power was mostly psychic. Damien could command the elements—mostly the West—but Lily could perform telepathic and telekinetic feats with her mind that would leave most Witches with their jaws hanging wide. 

She was a telepath, a telekinetic, and an astral traveler; and if she concentrated hard enough, she could even peel away the layers of this world to glimpse the shady world of the dead. But hers was all quiet work. There was no flash to her magick, no whipping winds or rumbling thunder; only the still, steady breathing and the occasional whispered words. 

Lily inhaled deeply, held her breath, and then exhaled. Damien watched, his body taut with anticipation, his heart pumping hard in his hands folded at his chest. She did it again, and then a third time. At the fourth, she didn’t exhale, and didn’t exhale, and didn’t exhale.

Despite the sensitivity of the situation, he couldn’t help but admire how beautiful his sister looked. She had been the cavalry tonight; a knight with hair that fell about her shoulders in curly brown waves, tattoos on her shoulders, and sculpted elfin features. She and Damien could have been twins, only he didn’t like letting his hair grow too long.

Twins, he thought, and smiled.

She exhaled and shook her head, then whipped around to look at her brother. “I can’t reach her,” she said, her face grave.

“Wh-what does that mean?” 

“It means she’s gone, Damien. I don’t know where she is.” 

“Gone? Gone from her body?” 

“I don’t know. I think she might still be in there, but it’s like something’s stopping her from coming back up.” 

“Something,” Damien said, “It wasn’t something that hit her, Lily, it was a man with beam of light.”

“There must have been something inside the light,” Lily said. 

She stood upright, moved away from the bed and into the kitchen, and helped herself to a glass of water. Damien was parched and his voice was going hoarse, but he didn’t want to have a drink right now. He wanted Natalie to wake up, that was all; for her to wake up from this awful nightmare night.

“Something inside the light?” Damien asked, “Like what?” 

“I don’t know,” she said, “It must have been a hex. A powerful one.” 

A hex meant for me. “Why would someone just do that?” 

“That’s what we’re going to have to find out.” 

“How? We have no idea who this guy is or where he’s gone. It could have been Brian or Henry, but he could be anywhere and I’m no diviner.” 

“Divining won’t help anyway. If this guy is even half good he will have protection spells around him to stop us from just looking for him.” 

“So then what can we do?” 

Lily paused, wrinkled her face in thought, and then downed what remained of her glass of water. “We aren’t going to take her to the hospital,” she said, “A doctor isn’t going to help her. In fact, he’ll only ask questions we can’t answer.”

Damien nodded, but he still didn’t understand how they were going to figure out what the Witch had done to Natalie. “Are we just going to wait, then?” he asked.

“Waiting isn’t an option. We have to go inside.” 

“Inside?” 

“If there’s something stopping Natalie from waking up, we have to go inside her mind and find it.” 

He swallowed hard. “You can’t be serious.” 

“It’s the only way. Even if I could reach for it from outside, I wouldn’t want to risk pulling it out of her. For all we know the process could hurt her, or even kill her. We have to go inside, Damien. It’s the only way.” 

Damien thought about it for a moment, hesitating. He remembered the cinnamon and honey scent she had given off at the bistro and now remembered how it had been missing when he carried her unconscious body through the alley. 

Lily was right. There was no other way.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

“Have you ever done this before?” 

Damien was standing over the bed where Natalie slept, watching Lily as she produced a bag of glinting, gleaming stones from a tiny purple pouch. She had sounded confident enough when she suggested they somehow enter Natalie’s mind and find whatever was keeping her under. But he had heard the stones click and clack together a little too erratically as she handled them and, for an instant, started to have doubts.

Lily shook her head. “Never,” she said.

“Never?” 

“I’ve gone into the Astral before, but never into someone else’s mind.” 

“So you don’t really know what’s going to happen in there, do you?” 

“I don’t. It’s going to be weird and uncomfortable, probably even dangerous, but what choice do we have?” 

None. That’s what choice they had. “What is it that’s going to happen to us exactly?” 

Lily went about the process of carefully placing a few of the lighter shaded rocks around Natalie’s head. The stones had magical properties, Damien knew, although he didn’t know them as well as he would have wanted. Amethyst, he recognized, and also Onyx. But there were others he didn’t recognize, including a fiery red stone that caught his eye. A Ruby? It seemed too orange to be a Ruby. 

“First,” Lily said, “We’re going to meditate. Then I’m going to pull your consciousness out of your body and gently weave it into Natalie’s. When you’re there, I’m going to project myself into the Astral and you’re going to call me with this stone.” 

She handed him the red stone. It was warm to the touch and the colors seemed to shift like fire. It felt like the warm embrace of a hearth on a cold night. “What is it?” he asked. 

“Natural Baltic Amber,” she said, “You’re going to take it with you.”

“Take it with me?” 

“Ever had a dream where you squeezed something in your hand so tight that when you woke up you could swear it was still there? This is like that, but in reverse.” 

The idea made Damien’s head spin, but the stone… it seemed to sing to him from someplace far away. Like a voice thrown across a lake. Whose voice he couldn’t tell, but something inside of him sang back. He would never forget the warm wave that rushed through him as he handled the stone in his hand. 

“Alright,” he said, “I’m ready.” 

Lily nodded and stood up, gesturing for Damien to sit where she had been a moment ago. Some of the rocks shifted with the sudden slump Damien’s weight brought on the bed, but Lily put them back into place. Each, after all, had a purpose—and each had to be exactly where it was needed when Lily was ready to call on it. 

“Give me your hands,” she said, and Damien did. “I need you to concentrate. Clear your mind of everything that’s happened tonight; remove all doubt, all worry, all fear. Your thoughts have to be completely gone. Listen only to my voice and do as I’m about to tell you. Understand?” 

Damien nodded.

“Hold the Amber tight in your hand,” Lily said, “And think of the beach. Listen to the water washing the sand, smell the salt in the air, feel the warm summer breeze.”

Water was the Element of the West – his element. His Guardian wore the shape of a thousand cascading waterfalls and spoke with all the fury of a sea storm. He felt most at home near the ocean, so he imagined the water and let the wash, the salt, and the breeze fill his senses.

When he closed his eyes he saw the San Francisco bay. He thought of the rocks where he had been waiting for Natalie earlier on and remembered the scent of the sea; the salt, the brine, the algae on the rocks. As the moment passed, he started to hear sounds now too; gulls flying overhead, the clinking of bells, the lapping of water on wood. He wasn’t thinking these sounds now, he knew. They were just… there. Maybe Lily was responsible for them, but he couldn’t even hear Lily’s voice anymore. His mind was starting to drift, to float like cinders caught in an updraft. 

The only thing real to him, and solid, was the Amber in his hand.

Damien.

The voice was soft and distant, like the echo of a whisper, but it jerked him awake all the same. Had it been Natalie or Lily who said it? It had been a woman, to be sure, but which he couldn’t say. Nor did he know where he was. He couldn’t remember lying down on the bed but he was lying down now, only the bed was empty. 

Damien propped himself up with his elbows and rubbed his eyes as if he had just woken up from a deep sleep. He could still hear the gulls and the bells and the lapping, but as his eyes adjusted he was aware of a shift in the light. No longer was he in a candlelit bedroom with purple walls. He was on a boat now, in a cabin. The morning sun spilled into the room so bright it almost blinded him. 

Covering his eyes, Damien rose to his feet and held on to a nearby cabinet for support. The boat was rocking, he could tell, and when he went to the window he could see the Golden Gate Bridge to one side—standing majestically high above the water; impossibly high, almost—and Alcatraz on the other. 

He suddenly remembered the stone he had been clutching, and when he remembered it, he found it in the palm of his hand, catching the sun’s rays and throwing them about the room in beautiful amber shafts. It really does look like fire, he thought, fire captured in resin. 

“Damien.” 

The voice came again, only this time it had substance; felt real. That’s when he spun around and saw her, Lily, standing in the room with him. She must have come in from the deck because she hadn’t been inside the room when he woke up. Or maybe she had been there all along and he just hadn’t noticed. She was smiling, then, and looked as beautiful as ever. 

“You made it,” he said to his sister.

“It was easy thanks to you,” she said. Her voice seemed to echo somehow, as if there were two of her speaking. “But the rest won’t be.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“We aren’t alone in here, Damien. I can feel it.”

Damien swallowed. “We have to find Natalie and wake her up.” 

Lily nodded.  

He strode to the other side of the tiny cabin, past his sister, and put his hand on the door knob leading to the outside. The sun was in his eyes here. He could see it high in the sky, rising from the East and throwing shadows all over the land, reigning supreme over all. The Horned God; that was the name the ancient Pagans gave it. It was the light-bringer, the champion that fought away the darkness, the protector of all. In that moment Damien felt oddly small, and while the sensation was off-putting he couldn’t help but feel like he had tapped into some kind of ancient truth and become a part of it.

Even if it was only for a moment.

When he pushed the door open and stepped outside Damien found himself not on the sun-touched deck of a ship, but in the belly of a tall building he immediately recognized as his sister’s. He looked around and saw the mailboxes, the elevator, and even the bulletin board with the month’s announcements; only he couldn’t make sense of any of the letters or numbers he was seeing. 

Lily, he thought, when he didn’t hear her enter after him.

“I’m here,” she said from behind. Her voice echoed even louder in the enclosed space and it startled him. Now it sounded like there was three of her, each speaking a second or so after the one that had come before to create a crazy cacophony of chattering voices.

“Why are we here?” he asked when the clamor stopped.

“I don’t know, but we should probably go to my place don’t you think? Everything is symbols and metaphors in here, Damien. The Astral moves like the ocean; you have to go with the current and it will take you where you need to be.”

Damien nodded and gestured for Lily to lead the way, which she did. He wasn’t sure what they were going to find at her apartment, but during the ascent up the stairwell he caught the faintest hint of cinnamon in the air and it gave him pause. Maybe it was only one of those things that happens in dreams; an almost random piece of sensory input that comes at you from someplace deep in your subconscious. But he knew better than that now.

“She’s here,” he said. 

Without a moment’s hesitation, Lily picked up the pace and bounded the steps two at a time. Damien followed hot on her heels, blood pumping hard throughout his body; so hard in fact that the sound of his heart seemed to be coming from outside of his body somewhere, as if the walls and floors themselves were pulsing with the rhythm of the muscle in his chest. Within moments the sound grew so loud and strong Damien thought he was going to collapse, but he didn’t care—he pushed on and ran after his sister, making sure to stay as close to her as possible. 

When they got to the door, the source of the cinnamon aroma, he opened it and swept inside.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

“Holy shit.” 

Damien wasn’t sure if he had just said those words or if he had projected his thought out into the world and heard it echoed back to him. He cocked an eyebrow and scanned the room, wondering how much of what was in front of him was real and how much of it was just something that happened in dreams. 

He clenched his fist around the stone in his hand. 

“Be careful,” Lily said, “And be alert.” 

It was Natalie, only it wasn’t just Natalie; the room was full of Natalie. Natalie was standing by the kitchen, making a garden salad in a big white bowl. She was also by the window with a cigarette between her lips. Another Natalie was sitting on the sofa watching TV; when Damien took a glance, he saw another Natalie on the screen acting out a scene from a movie he was sure looked familiar. 

Each version of Natalie was wearing the same clothes she had been wearing earlier down to the purple scarf around her neck, and all looked like they hadn’t slept in weeks. 

Damien stepped lightly into the room, wondering whether he should say hi, remain silent, or turn around and walk away. Lily also didn’t seem to know what to do. She stalked around the kitchen counter and scanned Natalie’s face for any hint of conscious thought, but found none. 

“Nat?” she asked the girl, but there was no response. 

“I don’t think they’ll hear us,” Damien said as he approached the girl by the window. “I think they’re… stuck. This is trippy.” 

“We’re in her dreamspace,” Lily said, “This is her subconscious; a place of symbols and metaphors. Nothing will be what it seems, nothing will make sense, but we have to try—for Natalie.” 

The amber in Damien’s hand felt warmer now, somehow. He rubbed it with his thumb and the Natalie by the window turned to look at him, let a lazy cloud of smoke leave her lips, and then turned back toward the window. Did she… see him? Was that some kind of acknowledgement? 

From the TV, an audience broke out into laughter. 

When Damien looked the heroine was running through a creepy, dense forest being chased by a dark silhouette, only the tune that accompanied the scene was happy and quick, and whatever spectators were watching thought it was hilarious. He realized now that he recognized the movie—the scene anyway. This had been the movie Damien watched with Natalie those few weeks ago, only it wasn’t really the same movie; he just thought he recognized it. 

He remembered, now, that Natalie had been sitting on the sofa with Damien and Lily had been in the kitchen making dinner, but he couldn’t recall who had been smoking at the window. Taking his cue from the stone steadily warming in the palm of his hand, the only thing that felt real to him, he went to the sofa and sat down next to the Natalie watching TV. 

“Hey,” he said, but she didn’t answer.

Her face was cold and aloof, half-wrinkled in thought and half asleep. Like she was trying to make sense of the movie playing out on the TV but, at the same time, was too tired to give it too much thought. 

Damien rubbed the stone between his thumb and forefinger and tried again. This time, she turned to look at him and smiled. 

“Damien,” she said with a smile that lit up the room, “You made it!” 

“Of course I did,” he said. 

“You missed half the movie, though.” 

“It’s okay; I think I’ve seen this one.” 

“Don’t’ worry; we can watch it again if you want. I’m not in any rush.” 

Her eyes beamed with intelligence and alertness, but Damien sensed something in them, something that caused him to hesitate for a moment, something sinister. Were they a little too wide, maybe? A little too intense? She had gone from lethargic to alert in a split second and all because Damien had rubbed the stone between his fingers. 

Unless the stone had nothing to do with any of this.

Damien didn’t understand enough about what was going on to make a calculated decision on how to act. It was all instinct. Lily, likewise, was watching on with a puzzled expression planted on her face. She looked like a kid who had just been asked a tough math question. 

“So,” Damien said, “H-how are you?” 

Natalie sighed. “A little tired, I guess,” she said, “But otherwise okay. I was waiting for you to get here, actually.” 

“Me?” 

She nodded and made an uh-huh sound. “I wanted to ask you something.” 

“Okay, shoot.” 

“Why don’t you like me?” 

The question sent Damien reeling. Out of his periphery he glimpsed Lily moving around the kitchen, around the sofa, and standing close to the Natalie he was talking to. He sensed Lily wouldn’t be able to help him with this. After all, he was the only one who had gotten any attention from the Natalie clones in the room. 

“I… of course I like you,” he said.

“But not in the way I want you to,” she said.

“It’s not like that.” 

“Oh? So how is it then?” 

“I—”

“I’m funny,” she said, interrupting, “I have a 4.0 GPA, I’m pretty, I’m a Witch, and I’m in to you. What is it about me that you don’t like?”

“It’s not that I don’t like you.” 

Natalie cocked an eyebrow. In that gesture, she and Damien were very similar. “Then please tell me what it is, Damien, because I’m tired of trying with you.” 

Damien paused, licked his lips, and tried to formulate a sentence in his mind, but the words weren’t coming to him. He searched for Lily’s eyes and held them. All she could do was nod. He didn’t think she knew something he didn’t, but it wouldn’t have surprised him if she did. She was, after all, the telepath here. For all he knew the very walls themselves were speaking into her mind, but he could only hear and react using the senses he owned.

“Look,” he started, “I like you. I do. You are pretty and smart and funny. I just thought, since we were in the same Coven—”

“That’s not fair,” she said, “It just isn’t.” 

It wasn’t. Damien knew that much. Natalie had been sweet to him, and she was pretty, intelligent, a Witch. She had said all those things herself just now, only he didn’t need to hear them to know they were true. Natalie was the perfect girl for him, and she had tried hard in the last few weeks. He couldn’t deny that. 

But Damien didn’t want to tell her the real reason why he couldn’t give himself in the way she wanted.

The truth was a thing only he and Lily knew. A secret they shared and swore they would take to their graves, for their own protection and for the protection of everyone around them. But all secrets begged to be known. Otherwise how would Damien and Lily have discovered the knowledge that made them want to escape everything they had ever known?

It wasn’t just that, either. There was something else; another truth he didn’t want to part with. The more immediate fear of getting too close to Natalie came from a simple, physical secret; one being kept hostage by his own insecurity and a fear of inadequacy programmed into him by his upbringing.

He was a virgin. 

Finally, Damien took Natalie’s hand. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, “I don’t want to hurt you.” 

“Then don’t,” she said. “Just tell me the truth, Damien. Tell me the truth and everything will be okay.” 

But he wasn’t sure that it would be. How would Natalie be able to accept the truth of what Damien and Lily had done in another life? Telling her could change everything, could tear their Coven apart. And yet, he really was talking to a part of Natalie’s subconscious, making an excuse to not accept her feelings and reciprocate them could have the same effect anyway. 

“Natalie,” Lily said, but Natalie didn’t look at her. 

Damien looked up. Lily closed her eyes, took in a deep breath, and seemed to be reaching out with her mind. He had seen her do Magick often enough that he knew when it was coming. The ripples her Power made in the Currents were always strong; so strong he could almost feel them against his skin. 

But here? The Power wasn’t welcome here.

The ceiling split apart with a loud crack. Damien shot up from the sofa and found his sister’s wide eyes full of fear. The Natalie by the window turned, now, scowling, and the Natalie in the kitchen hurled the salad bowl across the room, exploding it into a hundred tiny pieces against a wall.

“That’s not in the rules,” the Natalie on the sofa said, standing. Her voice was coarse now, harsh and raspy. “This is my playground now, and that is not. In. The. Rules.”

Rules? Whose rules?

The entire room started to rumble. Pots and pans fell out of cupboards, a ceramic vase that had been sitting near the front door tumbled to the ground and smashed, and an ill smelling wind came crashing through the window and begun tugging at Natalie’s hair. Everyone’s hair. For an instant, only the barest of instants, Damien felt a trickle of fear worm its way into his heart and his hands started to shake. 

“Who are you?” Damien said over the howling of the wind.

“Don’t you remember me?” Natalie said, only it wasn’t her voice, now. The dryness had completely transformed it into something… else. Not quite male, not quite female, and not quite human. But there was something familiar to the voice; it was like an old song he was hearing again for the first time in years.

“Damien!” Lily said. 

Natalie whipped around. “Lilith,” she said, “It’s so nice to see you again after all this time.” 

“Lily, we have to go,” Damien said, “We have to get out now.” 

“Go?” Natalie asked, “But you just got here, and you were about to get to the good part of the story.” 

“You need to leave,” Lily said to the thing that wasn’t Natalie, “You didn’t want her.”

“That’s right. I wanted him. But beggars can’t be choosers, right?” Natalie laughed a raspy laugh. 

Another crack accompanied Natalie’s laughs, only this time the crack seemed to stretch on and on, and when Damien looked up he saw fingers of black lines appearing on the ceiling and walls, stretching and reaching for each other. Bits of wood and masonry began to fall as the cracks spread across the ceiling, and Damien knew it was time to get out.

He yelled for his sister to follow and made for the door. The Natalie in the kitchen made a swipe for him with a kitchen knife but he ducked under it and pushed her aside. Lily broke around the sofa but the Natalie at the window grabbed her arm and yanked her hard. With a hard tug she managed to wrench herself free, but sofa Natalie was in her path, and she had no way to reach Damien.

“Go!” she said, “I’ll find you!” 

Damien didn’t have a choice. The next thing he knew, he was running. Only he wasn’t dashing down the hall of a building as he would have expected. He was on a wide, empty street; Market Street, he figured. The mist was everywhere, choking everything, but he could still see where he was going. 

Down Market Street he went. Then, somehow, he was flying along Lombard Street, and then he was sprinting by the bay, past the piers, up a hill then down another. He was anywhere and everywhere and nowhere. Chased. Hunted. Terrified. And when he finally found a place to rest and catch his breath, along a rocky shore just west of the Golden Gate Bridge, he knew.

He was alone too.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

That wasn’t Natalie.

She may have looked, talked, and moved like Natalie, but it wasn’t her. It was that thing, whatever entity had been meant for Damien, that he had spoken to and interacted with. And it knew who he was. It knew who Lily was. 

Shit. Lily.

His hands were trembling. The one clamped around the Amber gemstone was starting to hurt from how tightly he was holding onto it. As Damien cast his gaze over the San Francisco bay, looking up from below at a bruised sky zooming by like a time-lapse shot, all he could think about was how he had run out and left Lily there.

Some of the clouds even started to look like her after a time.

Was she okay? Had she managed to get away from… whatever that thing was? Was she looking for him? Damien wasn’t a clairvoyant or a diviner; he couldn’t see into the past, the present, or the future, and wasn’t very good at throwing his senses into the Nether to glimpse the invisible world for clues that might help him solve a problem. Not that he thought he could even reach the Nether from inside Natalie’s mind.

He allowed himself a moment to breathe and relax, because what else could he do? When he found a rock he liked—a task that seemed to take three hours—he sat down, crossed his legs, and placed the Amber carefully on his knee. Here, whatever here was, the stone really did look like a flame trapped in a stone. 

The golden, orange light flickered and danced within the confines of the soft, smooth gem. Lazy fingers of fire stroked the edges of the cage that contained them, enticing, requesting, searching for a way out. But he couldn’t release them. This was Lily’s beacon. She would need it if she was going to find him, and he needed finding now more than ever. Without her he had no idea how he was going to find Natalie; never mind wake up. 

If he even could.

“Ahoy!” called a voice from out at sea. 

Damien looked up and saw a small fishing ship, drifting lazily a few hundred feet from where he was sitting. There was a man in the cabin of the small fishing ship; he was wearing a yellow overcoat, a hat, had a long white beard, and he was waving at the shore. After looking around and finding no one, Damien decided that the man was talking to him.

“Ahoy,” Damien said, loud enough for the man on the ship to hear.

“Where are you headed, boy?” 

“I’m… not heading anywhere. Just sitting on this rock.” 

“Well, if you need to be getting somewhere, I’m pulling up to port just down there.”

Was this another trick? “Thanks, but no thanks.” 

The man went back to controlling his boat and, as he had said a moment ago, pulled it in to a wooden dock not far from where Damien was sitting. He remembered these rocks as the ones where he had met Natalie earlier on, but where he was looking now there was an old fishing village in place of a modern car-park and the Beach Bistro Café. 

Gulls encircled it, searching for any morsel they could find, while big burly men hauled boxes full of fish and supplies from one side of the dock to the other. The cars parked nearby were still modern, but everything else—the small warehouses, the ditty the workmen were singing, and the clamor of bells and gulls—had a kind of ancient feel to it. Not just old, but ancient. As if these men had been fishing here and hauling boxes since the beginning of time. 

In what seemed like half a heartbeat, Damien was walking toward the fishing village. He couldn’t remember having gotten off the rock he had been sitting on, but he guessed he must have. The dizzying effects of this dreamlike world were starting to take their toll in the form of a pinching headache dully stabbing at his left temple, but it wasn’t enough to bother him much. 

Careful not to touch anything or disturb anyone, he navigated his way through the tangle of boxes, tackle, and live flopping fish until he reached a ticket booth. There was a sign posted on top of the little wooden box, but he couldn’t read it. In fact, he barely even registered it. He just assumed one was there and somehow knew what the box was. Inside the booth there was a woman, aging and haggard, but still youthful in her own right. 

It was the eyes.

She had Natalie’s deep brown pools.

These truths weren’t immediately apparent with his five senses, though. The woman looked nothing like Natalie, and yet somehow Damien felt a little bit of the witch in her. Much like in dreams where one person doesn’t look, talk, or act like the person they remind you of. You just know.

“How many?” she asked.

“One please,” Damien said.

“Where ya’ headed?”

“I… uh…” 

“Alcatraz is nice this time of year.”

“Alcatraz?”

The old woman cocked an eyebrow, picked a cigarette from an ash tray Damien hadn’t seen until now, and took a long, hard drag. “Yes, Alcatraz. That place there.” 

Damien looked, and there it was. The island prison looked somehow bigger than it was in real life. Or maybe he was just closer to it on this side of the bay. Or maybe the island had moved since the last time he had looked at it. Anything was possible here, he was starting to learn. Anything and everything. 

Everything is symbols and metaphors, Lily had told him.

Then it dawned on him. 

Alcatraz is a prison. Something, or someone, is stopping Natalie from waking up. But that something or someone may need a metaphorical place to keep Natalie’s consciousness locked up, wouldn’t it? Magick had laws it had to follow, entities had conditions that governed their abilities, and this place had rules too. He didn’t know what they were, but they were there all the same. 

So if an entity was keeping Natalie’s consciousness locked up inside her own mind, what better place than Alcatraz? A place she had grown up within line of sight of. Fuck, of course! Of course!

“Fasho,” he said, “One ticket to Alcatraz.” 

There was that word again; the same word Natalie had said to the waitress at the Bistro. It was another way of saying yes in the San Francisco bay. The surprise wasn’t that he remembered it, but that he said it like it came naturally to him.

“Good looks,” the woman said, and she grabbed a ticket and slid it through the window hole. 

“How much?” Damien asked.

“Nothing for you, sweetheart. You’ve earned this one.” 

His eyes narrowed, suspiciously. What if this was another trick? “Who are you?” he asked.

“I’m just a friend of the West.” 

“I don’t understand.” 

“The West can hear you even from in here, Damien,” she said. “You have friends, child.”  

With a nod she gestured over Damien’s shoulder. He spun around and saw the Captain of the fishing boat, smiling and waving him over. On the wind he could smell the brine and the salt and the fish, could hear the steady lapping of waves on wood and rock, the gulls calling from above, could see the magnificence of the ocean stretching out across the bay, beyond the Golden Gate Bridge and into forever. 

All around him was the very presence of the Guardian of the West. It was there now, had always been there, and would always be there. A friend of the West; a friend of Damien’s. This is why I’ve ended up here, he thought. In a place as alien as the inside of Natalie’s mind he was safest close to the ocean, close to his element, and to his guardian. Magick wasn’t only a conscious art; the Currents were eternally pushing and pulling against each other. When a Witch reached into them to do Magick he could change them at his will, but when he wasn’t using Magick they would guide him along. 

And Magick is what had brought him here. 

He thanked the woman in the booth and made tracks across the dock toward the waiting boat. The Captain greeted him, helped him aboard, and escorted him to the prow of the ship. 

“This is where you’ll be getting the best view,” he said, “The bay is a beautiful place.”

Damien nodded. “Thanks,” he said, “Really.”

“It’s no bother. I was heading there anyway.” 

“You were?” 

“Aye. I catch some of the best crabs around those rocks.” 

He didn’t know if that was true or not, but he wasn’t about to argue with a dream-fisherman. Whether he truly was a piece of an almost Godlike being stuffed into a skin Damien’s mind could comprehend, or simply the figment of an unconscious woman’s mind—or both—it didn’t much matter. Damien was moving again, and moving was better than sitting on a rock and waiting. How much time had passed outside? An hour? Two? A day? Was the headache an indicator of how his body was doing without sustenance?

The Captain called for the dockhands to remove the ship’s moorings. All at once, three men approached the side of the fishing boat and untied huge, heavy ropes, freeing the ship from the dock. The engine grumbled to life, choking and gargling for a few moments before steadying into a whirr that started to gently propel the boat along the bay. 

In moments, the ship was cutting across the water like a speedboat. 

A strong gust, pregnant with the smell of the sea, was rushing by, tugging at Damien’s scarf and his coat and causing the American flag on the ship’s stern to snap wildly. 

“I didn’t know this ship could go that fast!” he yelled at the captain.

From behind the main window to the cabin the Captain smiled a crooked smile. “I’m giving her all she’s got,” he said, “Just for you, lad. To get you where you need to go before the fire comes.” 

The smile on Damien’s face faded away as if the sun had just slid behind a cloud. “Fire?” he asked. “What fire?” 

The Captain started to speak, but Damien was having trouble hearing him over the gushing wind. He stepped away from the prow, crossed the deck, and went around the square cabin to find the door only to realize that there was none. 

“Hey,” he said, rapping his knuckles against the window and screaming into the glass. “Don’t you have a door?” 

The Captain shook his head. “Nope. Don’t need one.” 

“What? How is that even possible?” 

The old fisherman craned his neck around, smiled, and said “Because I am the ship, boy.” 

His warm, old face didn’t seem threatening, but a strange dread was coming all the same; prowling toward him like a dark shadow just below the surface of the water. He spun around, searching for signs of a fire that could damage the ship he was on, but found none. And even if a fire had broken out on the deck of the ship, the fire-extinguisher clamped to the side of the cabin would have made short work of it.

He tapped on the window again and asked, for a second time, “What fire?” 

“The demon’s breath, Damien,” said the old Captain, pointing, “The dark fire.”

When he turned around, he saw what the Captain was pointing at.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

 

It was a beast. To have given it another name wouldn’t have done justice to the thing approaching—no, advancing like an implacable tide—from across the other side of the bay. It hadn’t been there a moment ago, or maybe it had been there all along. There was no way to know in this dream world. But it was there now, mighty and terrifying.

Damien stared, wide-eyed and frozen, as the hulking mass of rolling black smoke tumbled over the Golden Gate Bridge and swallowed it whole. From within the cloud flashes of green could be seen, pulsing violently and erratically and making strange and terrifying shapes behind the cloud. A deep, grumbling roar followed its advance accompanied by the crackling of lightning whipping wildly in green arcs all about, striking the water and everything in its path like an angry child in the midst of a tantrum.

You couldn’t call it a force of nature. Nature doesn’t think, doesn’t feel, and it doesn’t want. But this thing wanted, felt, and thought. Damien had seen it before; he had watched his own mother and father participate in its conjuring, witnessed the High Magus bring it forth into the world, and heard the cries of fear and pain from those it touched. 

Some called it the demon’s breath, others insisted it was a demon made manifest, but most simply called it the Dark Fire; claiming that it was not the essence of one demon, but hundreds and thousands. He thought he would never have to see it again, never subject his mind to the maddening sight of it, and yet here it was; advancing like some terrible titan of myth.

And it was gaining on them.

“We need to go faster!” Damien said.

“This is as fast as she’ll go, boy,” said the Captain. “Unless you want to throw yourself overboard and give her a little less weight to pull, ey?” He cackled and went back to steering the ship as it flew toward Alcatraz. 

Alcatraz. 

There he would be safe. Those walls were designed to keep people in, but if he could only get there he was sure they would be able to keep it out. And Natalie would be there, he knew. Once he got to her he could wake her up and take her out. The Dark Fire wouldn’t be able to touch either of them once they were awake. 

Damien rushed to the front of the ship and watched the world fly by. The storm was gaining. Fast. It had already consumed the bridge and half of San Francisco along with it by the time he looked back. Skyscrapers were starting to disappear now as fingers of smoke, black as pitch, wormed their way through the gaps and pulled them in to the cloud. When he turned to face the tiny island prison again he found it sitting where it had been a moment ago, directly ahead, but that was the problem. 

It was still exactly where it had been a moment ago. Despite the wind in his hair, the spray of the water, and the grumble of the engines, the boat didn’t seem like it had closed any distance between it and the island in the last couple of seconds. In fact, it seemed like it was moving backwards! 

“What’s happening?” Damien said to the Captain, shouting at the top of his lungs. 

“We’re not going to make it, boy!” the captain said. “You’re going to have to jump.” 

“Jump?” 

“Aye. Jump if you want to get to the girl.” 

Damien looked into the water at the head of the ship. It seemed still, somehow, but the distance between the ship and the prison was great and he wasn’t the best of swimmers. He was sure he could reach it. Sure he could. But the smoke would get to him first, wouldn’t it? 

He rubbed the Amber in his hand with his finger and enjoyed the comforting warmth it gave him. When he closed his eyes he thought of Lily and remembered how happy they had both been that night when they escaped the Compound, when they put their old life in the rear-view. 

Then a hand reached for his and clasped it tightly. 

“Hi,” Lily said, smiling. She was on the ship with him now, and in that moment he couldn’t remember whether she had been on the ship with him all along or if she had just arrived, but it didn’t matter. A pure, raw happiness surged through him at the sight of his sister and he threw his arms around her. 

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he said. Emotions were coming now, like a well filling up almost to the point of spilling over. He didn’t know where they came from, only that they were there and they felt… urgent. 

“Don’t be silly,” she said, “I’ve always been here. And I’ll always be here.” 

Damien pulled away and smiled. When he looked over his shoulder, the Dark Fire seemed to have stopped moving. It was still there, clinging to the city and the bay, black smoke crackling with green light, but it was still; like a storm seen from a distance. 

“Do you see it?” he asked.

“I do,” she said, “I wished so hard for you to never have to see that again. Lot of good that did us.” 

“It doesn’t matter. Look, it’s stopped.” 

“Just like it did for us that night.” 

“It’ll start again soon, won’t it?” 

Lily nodded. “That’s why we have to go now.” 

He craned his head around and found Alcatraz, now, rising up in front of the ship. Up ahead was a tiny wooden port, and the Captain was headed for it at a slow pace. It seemed like the port hadn’t been used in a long while, but there was another boat next to it; an inflatable RHIB much like the one Damien’s uncle used to take out to sea when he was a boy. 

His heart caught in his throat. Lily’s hand tightened around his.

“It’s going to be okay,” Lily said, “Whatever this is, we can deal with it.” 

“You don’t think he… he’s really responsible?” 

“I don’t know. Could be that our own memories are mixing with Natalie’s, or that whatever’s keeping her down somehow knows what we’re thinking.” 

Or who we are, Damien thought. But he didn’t say it aloud. The resting speedboat looked pretty conspicuous, and the likeness to his uncle’s down to the camo print and the silver duct-tape patch from when he came in to the port a little too hard one Sunday afternoon and ripped the hell out of the rubber. Could his uncle have been that man in the alley, or was Lily right? Was this all just… imagination?

When the Captain brought the ship to a halt he appeared on the outside of the cabin, despite the lack of a door, and went about the process of tying the ship to one of the sturdy wooden beams jutting out of the water. With the boat securely in place, he lowered the walkway onto the wooden harbor and stood aside. 

“This is your stop,” he said. 

They approached, thanked him, and stepped off the ship. When Damien turned and saw that the Captain wasn’t immediately untying the boat, he asked, “Will you wait for us?” 

The Captain smiled a bearded smile. “The West is at your service even in here, Master Colt.” 

Damien felt a tingle of excitement rush through him and nodded. “Thank you.” 

“Your thanks are welcome. But you should hurry. Storm’s coming.” 

Lily tugged on Damien’s hand and together they proceeded up the stony path leading from the harbor to the prison. It loomed over them now like some monolithic thing; a tall, patchy building, worn with age and battered by salt and wind, with bars on the windows, rusting guard towers, and paint peeling off the walls like scabs falling away to reveal black, clotted blood beneath. 

The sight of it gave Damien the chills, but he didn’t falter. 

When they arrived at the outer fence, they weren’t entirely surprised to find it open. Mocking them. Daring them to enter. And so they did. If this was a trap they had already fallen into it, so what use was there in playing it safe? Whatever entity was coiled around Natalie’s soul like a boa constrictor wanted Damien, not Natalie. 

She was a bystander, an innocent. Her only crime had been the desire to be near Damien. He would never forgive himself she had been dealt any kind of lasting damage by this thing that had attacked her, and he would do anything to get her out of this nightmare. Give anything. Whatever she wanted, whatever she needed, it would be hers.   

Even if that meant his life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

 

“The dimensions in here are off,” Damien said to Lily.

Having never before set foot within the massive concrete enclosure that was Alcatraz, Damien didn’t have any idea what the place actually looked like inside. He had seen pictures, sure, but images never gave anyone a real sense of the whole. You couldn’t smell the dampness through a picture, couldn’t feel the cold of the walls, and couldn’t hear your own footsteps echoing all the way up to a ceiling that seemed impossibly high.  

For a prison, this one had been all too easy to get into. First there was a chain link fence; it was ajar. Then they had crossed through a huge vault door, which they had also found ajar. He had expected they would emerge in a reception area flanked on all sides by offices, water coolers, and vending machines. But they had, it seemed, gone right into a cell-block which was a great deal smaller than he would have expected.

“You’re not kidding,” Lily said. Her echo agreed. 

She was walking along a long row of ground floor cells. Most were empty and many of them reeked of piss and shit and sweat. Some had small tables with little trinkets on them; candles, photographs, and books. Lily even pointed out one book that was open, a candle flickering gently by its side. 

“Was someone just reading that?” she asked.

“If someone was, where is he now?”

Lily shook her head and moved on to the next cell, but the instant she looked into it she recoiled, slapped her hand to her mouth and turned away from it. When Damien saw what was inside, turning away was all he could do to prevent his stomach from emptying all over the concrete floor. 

“Oh my God,” Lily said, fighting the urge to wretch.

His heart had started to beat fast and hard against his chest, but he turned to look at the cell all the same and took it in. 

First were the flies. They were everywhere, hovering, buzzing, and multiplying. And where there weren’t flies there were maggots, crawling and tumbling all over each other. Then, of course, was the smell; a gag-inducing stench so completely overpowering, Damien wondered if it would persist even after he woke from his Astral Dream. 

And then there was the blood. It looked as though someone had emptied an eighteen wheeler full of pig’s blood and guts into the cell. Black and syrupy, it was dripping from the bars, bedposts, and light fixtures in large dollops. Bits of flesh, brain, intestines, livers, hearts and lungs—all but unrecognizable individually—were scattered around like discarded toys.

The worst part was it all seemed so senseless.

Why show me this, he thought. To frighten him, no doubt; to throw his mental fortitude a curve-ball and send it reeling. That showed intelligence. This thing wasn’t about to take it lying down, it was clever and crafty, and capable. Damien didn’t want to admit it, but the grim tableau had jarred him a little. Despite the dreamlike state he was in, most of the time he had spent here had been as real to him as the world he had just come from, save for a few small oddities. He would not be able to simply pinch himself awake. The fear he was feeling was his to carry now, and while it certainly didn’t help his psyche it did mean one thing.

They were getting closer.

“Are you alright?” he asked Lily.

Lily nodded. She had her hand over her mouth but she dropped it now. “Yeah I just… I wasn’t ready for that.” 

Damien nodded. “We just have to be on our toes.”

“I will be. I’m sorry. I was just lost in thought.” 

They continued down the hall, not once stopping to look back at the gruesome scene in the cell they had just passed. But he could still hear the blood slopping off the bars and splatting against the ground now and again. The mental image caused him to shudder.

“What were you thinking about?” Damien asked, trying to direct his mind away from what he had just seen.

“The compound,” Lily said.

The Compound, Damien thought, another reason to shudder. “You shouldn’t be thinking about it.” 

“I can’t help it. Everything that’s happened… how did they even find us?” 

“We don’t know that they found us.” 

“You really think this has nothing to do with them?” 

He did. His family had to have been involved. If not, who else? Damien shook his head.

“They found us, Damien. I don’t know how, but they found us.” 

“We always knew they would come back one day. Uncle Brian and Aunt Clara weren’t the kind of people to leave things alone.” 

Though not blood related, back in Oregon Damien and Lily used to live in, everyone who wasn’t blood was an aunt, an uncle, or a cousin. The High Magus, Brian, had been Uncle Brian growing up. Besides having a slight temper problem and a need to instill discipline in his kids like they were soldiers in his platoon, Damien hadn’t ever been given a reason not to like him. 

Until the night he decided Lily would marry his son Henry. 

That was the thing about the Compound. The High Magus and his council ran things and took care of the big decisions “for the good of all”. Oftentimes those decisions ranged from the trivial—whose turn is it to milk the cows?—to the grand—who is going to marry, and have a child with, who? Unless you were on the Council you didn’t get a say, and even then the final decision still fell on the High Magus’ shoulders. Damien’s family didn’t particularly have a lot of clout, so when the Magus decided to wed his son to Lily, the Colts chose not to question it. 

After all, it meant prosperity for the family and future grandchildren. 

Damien hadn’t fully come into his heritage as a Witch then, but he had witch-dreams often enough. Prophetic ones. And Lily had learned to trust them when no one else would give him the time of day. So when Damien dreamt of her wedding to Henry ending in blood and pain, Lily didn’t dismiss him. She had always disliked the know-it-all, crow-faced boy anyway and had no intention of marrying him.

Considering what happened on the night they made their escape from that dreadful place, it wouldn’t take a huge stretch of the imagination to believe the High Magus had followed them all the way down from Oregon to enact his revenge. Only he hadn’t hit Damien with his hex as he had intended to; he had hit Natalie. An innocent. 

Damien’s stomach twisted into a knot and his heart… it felt like someone had squeezed it.

“Are you alright?” Lily asked. She had noticed.

“Yeah,” he said, “It’s just now you’ve got me thinking.” 

“This wasn’t your fault,” she said, “None of this was your fault.” 

“You’ve said that before.” 

“And I’m going to repeat it forever. What happened tonight couldn’t have been avoided. He would have found you wherever you were.” 

“I just hate that this happened to her.” 

“I know. I do too. Natalie was—is—such an awesome, sweet girl.”

She is, Damien thought. And for the first time since they had met, the thought of exploring the curve of Natalie’s cheek and the shape of her lips with his fingertips, of holding hands at the park and sharing a hot dog, of watching a movie together on the sofa, none of it felt like something to stay away from. In fact, he would have given anything to be back at the apartment right now, sitting with Natalie at his side.

Natalie and her honey and cinnamon scent. 

Damien stopped. Sniffed. Looked. 

“What is it?” Lily asked.

“Can you smell that?” 

“The blood? No. Thank the Gods.” 

“No, not that.” 

Damien spun around in a three-sixty degree arc and tried to get a better lock on the smell. It was strongest in the direction of an open hallway, so strong in fact that if he hadn’t known what he was looking at was a cell-block he would have mistaken it for a bakery. Which cell-block it was, though, he didn’t know. He couldn’t read the lettering or understand the number written on the wall next to the door. 

Fucking dreams, he thought.

“She’s there,” he said, “Right down there. I can smell her.” 

“You can smell her?” Lily asked, sniffing. Then she caught the scent, and her eyes widened. “Holy hell!” 

Damien started to rush across the cell-block, racing toward the door, but it was closing! He threw his hands up as if to push the door away, to hold it open, imagined a torrent of water at his back, and sent a wave of dizzying Power into it. His body shook as the Magick worked through him and for a moment it seemed like his Power wasn’t strong enough, but the door swung open again hard and fast and Damien slipped through the break. 

Lily slipped in after Damien, narrowly avoiding hitting her shoulder against the wall as she flew through the gap, but then the door shut behind them.

And they didn’t need to be told they weren’t alone.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

 

This cell-block has teeth.

Damien pressed his hand against the side of his head and for the first time winced from the dull throb beating beneath his fingers. It was as if the very sight unfolding before him were eating at his grey matter and sending him headlong into some kind of mad oblivion. But he didn’t have the time to wonder about his own mental health. 

The cell-block had teeth, literal mouths in place of barred doors, and they were all gnashing, chattering, slavering, and howling. Some had lips, others just folded, crooked skin. Most were hurling obscenities and blasphemies in a cacophony of whispers too meek to be coming out of openings as tall as doors.

There was a man in the cell-block, too; someone in a uniform was sauntering down the row of gnashing mouths and rattling a baton against teeth as he passed them. The recognition was instant. Damien’s cousin Henry wasn’t a particularly noteworthy man, but he was tall, stork thin, and had a long nose which, along with a full head of black hair, sometimes made him look like a crow. 

And like a crow, his eyes were reflective and bright.

“Inmate,” he said, pointing his baton toward them. “You’re out of your cells.” 

“Damien,” Lily said, “Stay behind me.” 

He didn’t argue with her, but not because he didn’t want to. His body was taut as and tense as a guitar string and he simply couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. It had been his cousin who came for him in the alley, his cousin who concocted whatever spell he used to keep Natalie trapped inside her own mind.

Natalie. 

“We’re not inmates,” Lily said.

“You are now,” he said, approaching. “Like what I’ve done with the place?” 

“Where is Natalie?” 

“That shouldn’t matter to you, sweetheart. What should matter to you is what’s going to happen next.” 

“And what’s that?” 

“Why spoil the surprise? It’ll be here soon enough.” 

“The Dark Fire?” 

A sly grin spread across Henry’s lips, which looked cracked and broken from where Damien stood. “It’s coming for you,” he said. “I called it, just like you two little bastards did.” 

“We didn’t call it,” Damien said, stepping forward. “Your dad called it.” 

“And you made him lose control of it!” A line of spittle ran down his lips when he spoke. 

“He was going to kill that kid, Henry.” 

“And that would have been the only person to have died if you hadn’t gotten involved, you little shit.” 

Damien could feel his heart racing. Every pump sent daggers of pain to the side of his head, but he shut them out. He could hear rumbling now, from outside, and that wasn’t good. He could also hear the roar of the crowd, that night at the Compound, as the witches gathered around the pyre venerated the High Magus in a language unknown to human tongues. The boy was a lamb, and the Magus was about to summon the wolf that would devour him and take his soul away.

The boy’s terrified face still stalked his dreams sometimes, even though they had saved his life that night.

“You stood there,” Lily said, her voice soft, “And you watched, Henry. You just watched. How could you stand by and let him do what he was going to do to that poor boy?”

“It was a gift, Lilith. A gift to the Crone. As she reaps, so do we sow. When she is happy, we flourish.”

“The Crone doesn’t take human lives like that!” 

“Oh but she does,” Henry said, “She takes lives, Lilith. The Crone is a hungry hag, and we feed her to placate her. To have her blessings. To keep her happy with her servants. We, her mothers, fathers, and children. Her hands and warriors. Her chosen.” 

“You were never chosen for anything,” Lily spat, “And neither was that piece of shit father of yours.” 

“Watch it,” Henry said, lowering his head and scowling. “Watch your fucking tongue.” 

“You’re just like him,” Lily said, “The Dark Fire was a curse. He turned mad with power when he stole a secret he shouldn’t have ever learned. It got him killed, Henry. Not us. We deflected his magick away from the innocent life he was about to snuff out.” 

“And doomed my father in the process.” 

“You speak of him like he was an innocent. He was the one who summoned the Dark Fire to begin with, not me. No one should play with that kind of magick and you know that. Or at least you would if you were real.”

Real? Damien thought. What did she mean by that?

“Fuck you,” Henry said.

She was on to something, even if Damien didn’t know exactly how or what. “How much of himself did the real Henry put into making you?” Lily asked.

“Enough to do what I have to do.”

“And what’s that? Torment an innocent young witch who had nothing to do with any of this?”

“The Dark Fire was meant for Damien or for you. Not her. But I’ll settle.”

“Big man,” she said, mocking. “Strong man. I bet you’ve made Henry really proud.”

Damien, the voice came into his mind like an echo in an empty room.

Lily? He thought. 

This thing isn’t real. I’m going to distract it, but you have to get Natalie. You have to wake her up; it’s the only way to get us all out safely before the Dark Fire comes.

“I don’t have to prove anything,” Henry said. 

“Sure you do. You have to prove to me that you can take a punch.”   

Damien felt the ripple in the Currents an instant before Henry grimaced and doubled over. Lily’s hands were at her side, balled into fists, and the Power was surging through her; riding on the back of her anger. He could see, with his mind’s eye, the way her ethereal form had leapt out of her own body and drawn a fist into Henry’s stomach. A psychic strike, Damien thought.

“Bitch,” Henry said when he recovered. He ran at her, baton raised, and took a swing. Lily ducked to the left and Damien staggered away. The baton went wide and Henry stumbled, but in a moment he was at it again, the black nightstick flashing and cutting the air. Then Lily started to run, and Henry gave chase. “You should have married me!” he screamed as he ran, “I would have loved you!” 

Damien sprang to his feet and ran after them, but then he caught sight of something, no someone, in one of the cells. Natalie! The cell was like the others—a mouth instead of bars—but this one was quiet. Its teeth were crooked and yellow, stained with blood, and cracked like old bones. But Natalie was on the other side of those teeth, bound and gagged and… crying. 

But she was awake and alert.

The alarm on her face was evident, as was the relief at seeing Damien through the gap in the vertical mouth. Damien approached, taking one step after the other. The mouths along the corridor were gnashing and clacking, but this one was still. Careful, he reached for the gap with his hand, but the mouth clamped down hard and he only just managed to save his arm from being cut off by yanking it back so hard the movement hurt his shoulder.

“I’m going to get you out of there,” he said.

But the rumbling outside was getting louder, Lily had disappeared—as had Henry—and these teeth weren’t going to make things easy. 

He searched around him for something that might help; an iron bar, a fire extinguisher… an ax. But the dream prison seemed as inmate-proof as the real Alcatraz may have been. Natalie was whimpering now. She could see the alarm on his face. The concern. The helplessness. Had she not been afflicted with whatever curse Henry had lain on her she may have been able to use some of her own Magick to get out, but maybe throwing her scent around had been about as much as she could manage.

Then the Amber started to go warm in his hand, reminding him of its presence maybe. He opened his palm and watched the fire flickering golden and orange inside the little gem. It might have looked like a piece of the sun trapped inside a stone. Then a thought struck him. Damien took a step back, trapped the Amber between his thumb and forefinger, and wound back his arm. 

He had never been a good pitcher, but he couldn’t exactly miss here.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

 

Wherever that thing pretending to be Henry was, it’s dead now.

Damien didn’t know how he had come by this information, but it came to him all the same in the split second it took for the stone to fly from his hand toward the cell. Just as he had suspected, the mouth clamped down hard as soon as the gem crossed the threshold and shattered it, releasing the trapped explosion within. Only there had been no explosion. 

Instead of the heat he expected there was cool. Instead of the suck and pop of a blast, there was quiet. Instead of being hurled across the room from the shockwave he was standing perfectly still. He had raised his hands to protect himself from the light and the blast, but he lowered them now and found himself standing on a long, empty, windy pier. 

And Natalie was at the end of it.

“Natalie,” he said, running toward her. She turned around and smiled and he took her in an embrace, burying his nose in the cinnamon and honey smell of her hair. “I’m so sorry.” 

“Don’t be,” she said, “I chose to save your ass, didn’t I?” 

He smiled at that. “Yeah, you could have let me take it.”

“No,” she said, “I couldn’t have.” 

“It doesn’t matter now,” he said, pulling back and brushing the side of her face with his hand. “I’m here now and so are you. You’re safe.” 

She nodded, but there was something about her eyes… they looked dull and muted. They didn’t have the same shiny brilliance that, despite being deep brown pools, he had seen them have before. Damien’s smile started to fade as if it had been washed away by the evening tide. 

“What is it?” he asked.

“Damien… we…” she was struggling to find the words. “I can’t leave.” 

He searched her eyes for an answer for a question his lips couldn’t ask but found none. “You have to leave. You have to wake up, Natalie.” 

“I can’t,” she said. She turned her head and gazed across the bay. There, right where Damien had left it, was the roiling, churning black cloud—the Dark Fire. Arcs of green lightning were shooting across the sky and slamming into buildings and water, setting them ablaze with green fire. He could hear the roar of the flames even from here. And it seemed, somehow, that the storm was starting to move again. 

To move toward the pier Damien was standing on.

“No,” he said, “That can’t be right. You have to wake up, Natalie. You have—” The shooting pain in his temple came back with a vengeance. It felt like he had been stabbed with an ice pick. He grimaced and fell back a few paces, and despite the pain he was in Natalie didn’t show any concern on her face. Maybe she couldn’t show any concern.

“She’s right,” said a voice from behind. Lily. Hers was also cold and unconcerned. 

Damien spun around, holding the side of his head. “She has to wake up,” he said, “We freed her, didn’t we?” 

Lily shook her head. “We freed her from Henry, but we were too late to stop the Dark Fire. It has already taken too much. She’ll be gone soon, Damien.”

“Gone?” He whipped around again and looked at Natalie. “She’s right there! How can you tell me she’s gone?” 

“When the Dark Fire comes it’ll take what’s left of her. We should destroy her now before… she changes.” 

“No,” he said, striding toward Natalie again. “I won’t let it take her—you—I won’t let it take you. Not after we’ve come this far.” Natalie looked up at him doe-eyed and blinking slowly. Maybe this was a trick, another test. “I’ll bind myself to her.”

“Damien,” Lily said, all the urgency suddenly returned to her voice. “You can’t do that. The Dark Fire will take you both!” 

“If I can bind myself to her, I can give her enough of me that she’ll wake up… and all of this will be over.” 

The incoming storm rumbled and roared as it approached. The water was starting to churn, frothing and lapping harder against the pier, wind picking up and blowing harder than it had been a moment ago. He didn’t know if they had seconds or minutes left, but he wasn’t about to stick around to find out.

Lily placed her hand on Damien’s shoulder. “Do you know what you’re saying?” 

“That I’ll be bound to her forever in mind, body, and soul,” he said, not once taking his eyes away from Natalie’s. “I owe her, Lily. She saved my life, now I have to save hers.”

“You’re going to save me?” Natalie asked.

Damien nodded. He cupped her face with his hands, her cool, pale face, and found her lips with his own. She opened her mouth for him, and soon their tongues met in the space between. Natalie arched into the kiss, pressing her body against his, and he did the same—pulling her closer and diving into her hair with his hands, searching for the back of her head. Honey, he could remember thinking, she tastes like honey.

And then the storm came.

He watched it unfold almost as if from a different set of eyes—like those of a distant observer. Damien and Natalie were tiny black sticks upon a long, broad, wooden pier, and the storm was a mantle of black and sickly green that rolled over everything and devoured whatever it touched. The cloud bowled over the land like a huge black wave, tearing buildings to the ground and then eating them up, and in the blink of an eye the pier was gone.

But Damien and Natalie weren’t. 

They were inside the tempest, flying with it, embracing each other amidst the thundering roar and the crackling lightning. Green and black fire licked at their clothes, disintegrating them piece by piece. Shoes, pants, shirts; they all succumbed to the fire. But Damien and Natalie persisted. 

They were naked, now; the power of the Dark Fire itself holding them aloft and the power of the Witch keeping them alive and protected. Natalie’s hands started to gain life and will, and they used that will to explore the curve of Damien’s naked back. He could feel her breasts pressed between their bodies and he stiffened at the feel of her hard nipples on his skin. 

Lightning and fire screamed at them, infuriated at their defiance and their unwillingness to let it take them. From inside, the Dark Fire seemed more like a living, breathing thing than it ever had; the green light pulsing from behind the clouds, the ripping lightning, and the blazing fires were its organs, and the roar of the storm its voice. 

Damien had heard that same voice on his last night at the Compound. He would never forget the way his uncle Brian cut into his palm with a knife and spilled the Dark Fire into the world from his wound. It crackled and hissed, then, then it howled, and then it roared. And when the sight was too much for the onlookers to bear, they screamed.

It was Lily who fought it back. She had known of Brian’s plan and stood ready to counter his Magick with her own. Once the Dark Fire was in the world she knew she wouldn’t be able to send it back from where it had come; only an act of selflessness and defiance would do that. But she didn’t need to control the Dark Fire, she only needed to control Brian; and none had stronger power over the mind than Lily.

They watched him burn, consumed by his own hubris, and fled. 

He would never forget Brian’s dying wail, that awful, gargling sound, and there—in the heart of the tempest—he thought he could hear it at the edge of his senses, but his focus wasn’t on the noises around him; it was on Natalie and her delicate skin. In that moment, lost as he was in the deepest kiss of his life, he didn’t know why he had ever resisted her.

The feel of her soft skin on his excited him in a way no one had ever done before. Her lips, wandering away from his mouth and finding the line of his jaw, his neck, his collar, sent electricity rushing through him. And as they swirled and danced in the air, carried by the power of this evil storm, Damien wanted nothing more than to taste her, to hold her, to bind himself to her forever. 

So he took her face and kissed her again, then he pulled her legs up to his waist and pressed her close to him. In his mind he thought of a silken ribbon, wrapping around their bodies, joining them together as the wind carried them, tossed and tumbled them like rag dolls. But in their bubble of Magick they were protected, undisturbed, and the ribbon was able to work. 

Heat was rising from their entwined bodies, sweat starting to form on Damien’s chest, and soon the kissing had become too much for him to bear. He slid his arms beneath hers, explored the landscape of her body with his fingers while she ran her hands through his hair, and slowly reached for the empty space between them, finding himself and… suddenly he was awake.

The windows in the bedroom were already steamed up. Lily was gone, Damien could see, and the door was closed. But he was only aware of that by virtue of being possessed with peripheral vision. More immediate was Natalie. She was naked, tucked into his body like a perfectly fitting S shape, and sweating almost as much as he was. 

Together they lay on their sides, Natalie facing away from Damien, her bare back pressed against his naked skin. She was searching for him blindly, and when she found him—hard—she guided him into her. Damien’s heart exploded into a rapid frenzy at the moment of contact, beating hard and fast as, for the first time, he entered a woman. 

Damien lost his virginity in that moment, surrendered to Natalie as a sacrifice to allow the binding to take hold. Only it wasn’t enough to simply enter her. This was only the beginning, he knew. 

Around them, a soft, cold wind was blowing. But the heat between them was palpable, and it seemed to Damien like he could still hear the roar of the Dark Fire in the back of his mind. Receding, but present. It was not over yet. But Natalie’s loud, euphoric moan snapped him out of the dread, and he slipped his arms under and around her body… and pushed.

The motion was gentle at first, and awkward, but they found their rhythm soon enough, their bodies slowly starting to move as one; away and together in a slow, tender dance of skin and sweat and heat. Natalie reached around the back of her head to search for Damien’s hair and pulled him toward her neck, which he kissed without any more need for encouragement. 

He could feel the pressure building inside of him. The rocking of their bodies, the steady, rapid breaths leaving Natalie’s lips, the feel of being inside her, her breast beneath his hand, hard nipples between his fingers; this was all new to him. It was carnal and natural and primal, and he had never felt it before. 

“Damien,” she whispered, finding his hand and squeezing it. 

It’s working, he thought. But the fight wasn’t over yet. No ritual was done until it reached its end, and they had yet to get there still. Inexperienced as he may have been, Damien needed to finish. And if he failed, if for some reason he couldn’t finish, he feared Natalie would fall back into a death-sleep from which he would not be able to save her.

He slipped out of her, against his urge to be inside her, and gently pushed her to her back. Then he crawled over her slippery, sweaty, naked body, between her legs. She opened herself to receive him, wrapping herself around his back, and then he was inside her again. Only this time their eyes were locked, and Damien found himself falling into those deep, brown pools. 

Together they swayed, moaned, and groaned. Natalie’s hands explored the ridges of his lean muscles, her breasts rocked with the motions of their bodies, and Damien, at the last moment, closed the gap between their lips for one last deep kiss. One kiss before it was over, before the Magick took hold, before they bound themselves to each other for life in one single act. 

“Damien,” Natalie sang between kisses, “Please, please, Damien.”

When she tightened her fingers around a clump of his hair Damien spilled himself inside her. Natalie’s body tensed at the sensation and she groaned into his mouth. A few rapid pulses, an instant and a lifetime of bliss, and he was spent—it was done; but Damien’s body continued to shake until long after. 

He couldn’t remember how long it was until they had separated; only that they eventually had, and now the sun was up. 

His body still tingled all over from what had just happened. Damien didn’t much care that he had just lost his virginity; despite being a big moment in his life, this wasn’t the important part. The important part was that Natalie was lying next to him, naked and with her arm around his chest, sleeping soundly and not unconscious and in the grips of some evil force.

There was a knock at the door, and then Lily pushed it open a head’s length. The shades were drawn in the bedroom, but judging by the light peeking through the gaps Lily’s head wasn’t blocking, the day was definitely in full bloom. Realizing, suddenly, that he and Natalie were naked, he bolted out of bed, dashed toward the door, and placed his weight against it. 

“Morning,” Lily whispered through the door.

“What time is it?” Damien asked.

“A little after three.” 

“Three? Jesus.” 

“How is she?” 

“Asleep.” 

Lily nodded. “I’ll make you guys something to eat,” she said, “Come out when you want.” 

Natalie started to stir when Lily closed the door and left. Damien headed back toward the bed and she curled up to him, wrapping her arms firmly around his waist. He kissed her on the top of her head and, almost in response, she sighed deeply and kissed him on the shoulder, then on his chest, and finally his neck. Her fingertips sailed up the ridges of his abdomen and chest to find his face and pull it toward her lips.

A jolt of electricity snapped between them as they touched; only he didn’t recoil. The sensation drew him to her, and the warmth that followed sent him warm feelings of comfort and happiness. Her mouth opened to his again and he found her tongue with his own, flicking the tip at first and then pushing deeper. 

Hungry again. 

Seconds, and Natalie was on top of him again. He was inside her again. And they were rocking again. He had bound himself to her; he knew from the vibrations in the Currents. There was only one now, where before there had been two. From now on their souls were one. Their bodies were one. Giving a part of himself to her had saved her life, but he knew their journey together would not be an easy one. 

They would be drawn together forever. Their souls and bodies would sing to each other, bound regardless of their feelings. Could he love her? He had tried so hard to keep her at arm’s length to protect himself, his Coven, and her. If he didn’t love her, even a little bit, the Magick may not have worked; at least that’s what he thought. And if he didn’t love her now he could learn to love her, this Witch of honey and cinnamon.

Whatever happened now, the Magick had been set and their bond had been forged. 

Forged in Dark Fire.  

I don’t know about you, but…

Damien may have been a dick in Book 2, but when he told me this story I fell in love with him all over again. I mean, he didn’t love Natalie at the start. Maybe he did, at some point, but what relationship is final? Even one where two people literally share pieces of each others’ souls. And given the circumstances in which he and Amber met, it was easy to see that Damien was in a vulnerable position; as was Amber. Theirs was a fling born of circumstance, and it was never going to last.

But hey, that’s life, right?

Anyway, This book was an indulgence. I wasn’t meant to ever write it, nor was I ever meant to write Forged in Moonfire, but you know how things go. Your mind starts filling up with sexy men and women, they start talking to you one at a time at first, and then suddenly they’re all screaming at you like needy little children! But now that Moonfire and Darkfire are written, the itch has been scratched, and I hope that you—like me—are happier as a result. 

I know I am; I know this series is fuller and more complete, and I’m totally excited to have gotten to this point! 

So, moving swiftly on! Book six - The Red Witch - picks up immediately after the events of the Necromancer, and is available right now!! You won’t want to miss this book. It’s going to be the best one yet, full of danger, thrills, spills, and—of course—that tough relationship drama you’ve come to know is so prevalent in my stories. And to prove it, here’s an excerpt: 

 

***

 

I thought of Aaron and how much I just wanted to wrap myself around him and sleep. Even if I knew I wouldn't ever have an ordinary life, was it impossible to want and have a normal week? Or even a normal day? I would settle for that. I'm not greedy. But Collette had promised me that I would never have a normal life, not as long as this stranger drew breath, and I had read way too many books and watched way too many movies to know that if anyone ever said that to someone, it was probably true.

“We should be doing something then, shouldn’t we?” I asked, “Trying to locate her?”

Collette shook her head. “You are not ready to face such a foe yet, Amber. I am here to prepare you, but if we go searching for ze asp in ze sand we will be bitten before we know what’s hit us.”

“So… we wait?”

“We wait. She will not strike for some time.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“Because our quarry is immortal; and immortals are slow.”

“Immortal?” There’s that something else, I thought, answering my earlier question. “How is that… how is it even possible?”

“Some say she made a deal with ze devil in exchange for eternal life. Ze story of ze Witch desperate for ze fountain of youth has been told many times, but zis is because it happens more often zan you could imagine. Ze devil would never suffice himself with a single servant.”

“I didn’t… believe… in the devil before this all started,” I said, “Wiccans don’t believe in the devil.”

“But you know ze truth now. And in any case, ze devil is only a name by which to know ze beast. It has many names in many cultures and tongues. Some believe and others do not, but it has great power and has always existed; as has Magick.”

“And one of its servants is after me. What I want to know is why.”

“Because, ma chèrie,” said the Necromancer, “Ze Red Witch is ze only one who can break ze game Linezka has been playing; and she doesn’t want zat.”

 

Tap here to buy the Red Witch now!

 

***

 

As an Indie Writer, reviews are my lifeblood so if you did enjoy the book, please drop me a review with your thoughts and comments. Indies thrive on reviews and I’m  always appreciative of each and every one I get. If, on the other hand, you did not enjoy the book, drop me an email at author@katerinamartinez.com and let me know why.

Finally, keep your eyes peeled - the next Amber novel in the series is coming soon; and this one is going to be the best one in the series. 
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***

 

WARNING: This book is intended for mature audiences since it features mature language and some explicit sex scenes. 

 

***

 

This is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events or locales is purely coincidental. 

 

Reproduction in whole or in part of this publication without express written consent is strictly prohibited. I greatly appreciate you taking the time to read my work. Please consider leaving a review wherever you bought the book, or tell your friends about this serial to help spread the word! 

 

Thank you for supporting my work.
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