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THE NECROMANCER

Amber Lee Mysteries

Book 3

 

 

By Katerina Martinez

 

A mastermind pulls invisible strings. A new darkness threatens to consume everything. But this witch won't go down easy.

 

Amber Lee may be a powerful witch, but she's still completely outmatched. A mysterious figure in control of a fanatically loyal cult is hunting her down and won't stop until she and everyone she holds dear is dead. Life doesn't throw anyone any breaks, though, and when animals around Raven's Glen start to die Amber and her friends are left with no choice but to investigate. What they find at the source... changes everything.

 

Enter Collette, the Necromancer.

 

Amber must decide whether fighting darkness with darkness is better than fighting it with light, but she must do it fast because the Necromancer isn't whole or stable, and while she could prove to be a powerful ally, her very presence is a threat to everyone; friend and foe. 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

 

The darkness was coming for me. I had been able to endure the chase for a few days, maybe a few weeks, but the darkness was implacable. Relentless. It chased me over mountains as high as clouds, through caves and cities, and across fields of grass and snow. Everywhere it went the darkness ate, turning the world black in its wake. Soon, I feared, it would catch me and consume me too—and then it would win.

But I could not allow that to happen. Though my bones ached and my muscles screamed out in pain I continued to run, fighting to stay ahead of the darkness. To stay alive. To find the one person who could help me, the only witch on the planet with the power to fight the growing darkness. With my Shadow ravens at my side I moved across entire continents on faith alone, hoping that one day I would be drawn to her energy like a moth to a flame.

And it was in a sleepy grove that I found her. 

White flecks of snow clung to her red hood and cloak. Streaks of auburn hair fell lazily over her shoulders and her skin, as white as the snow itself, seemed to glow in the cold, sharp light. But it was the wolf at her side that caught my eye most of all. Tall and powerful, the gray wolf watched me closely, its yellow eyes narrow slits which promised death at the first sign of aggression. But I was no aggressor.

The wolf emitted a low growl and I felt my insides quiver. The red witch placed her white, porcelain hand in the space between the wolf’s ears and scratched, and the growl receded. This is how it had been in each of my dream encounters with the red witch. She never spoke and neither did I. Sometimes the wolf would howl into the sky and cause large black birds to scatter out of the trees. Other times it wouldn’t so much as growl. 

My heart started to race. This was new. I could feel it beating hard against my chest and for a moment saw my dreaming self squirming in bed, my forehead glistening with sweat. Behind me, the darkness was coming. I sensed the cold chill as it approached, colder even than the air in this snowy glen. It was a cold that made even the Shadow birds perched on wayward branches over my head shiver with dread.

The red witch snapped her head to the left and then to the right, her copper locks cutting through the air like red blades. She could sense the darkness now too. This, too, was new. I felt, this time, that the darkness was closer. Close enough even for her to perceive, no matter how fleeting her glimpse was. The darkness was coming for me, but it would consume her too if she allowed it. 

This time, unlike any other time, I felt the need to speak. To warn her.

“Red witch,” I said. 

She brought the weight of her green eyes on me and stared. 

“The darkness is coming. Will you help me?” 

The red witch stood motionless, eyes shining on me like Jade crystals deep in the eye sockets of a statue. The moment hung like a strand of time suspended in a great vacuum, but then the statue nodded and relief came rushing at me from all sides. I sighed, smiled, and for the first time in forever felt the hopeful touch of salvation grace my skin. But the red witch turned away from me and started to walk through the trees. Her wolf followed, silently padding the ground behind her.

“I must find you,” I said beneath my breath, “But I don’t know where you are.” 

As if responding to my cues, the birds took flight and began to circle around me. Tens of them. Hundreds of black, flying creatures, part shadow, part real, zooming around me so fast they encapsulated me in a tunnel of air. Then they took off, one after the other, deeper into the woods and I followed them, and followed them, and followed them, until I came across a sign in the middle of the woods.

‘Welcome to Raven’s Glen’

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

I was glad to have Frank next to me at the hospital. I would have ground my fingernails to bone if he hadn’t been here, sitting with me in this sterile white hospital waiting room. Up until now my day had been fine. I was in the garden, enjoying a beautiful spring afternoon in the sun with Frank, talking about Aaron, Magick, and the future. But now my knees were bouncing up and down, my stomach had cooled some ten degrees, and I couldn’t formulate a coherent sentence to save my life.

Me? Nervous?

Never.

But Eliza was about to have a baby. Sure, babies are born everywhere in the world every single day, but this one was Eliza’s! I wanted to be an aunt way more than I wanted to be a mom and now I was finally going to get what I wanted. Of course, every good thing comes at a price, though, and for me that price was a couple of hours in a hospital waiting room with Frank and my nerves.

“Do you know what I don’t like about doctors?” Frank asked. His voice cut through the silence like a knife.

I didn’t look at him. My gaze had been enraptured by the pentacle clasped between my fingers. I was trying to pray, pray for a safe birth, and failing. “What?” I asked. 

“They’re impersonal. I mean, why would I let a doctor stick a finger up my ass without taking me out to dinner—or at least having the decency of trying to get me drunk—first?”

“You can say the same about gynecologists.” 

“That’s what I’m saying. It’s like they get a free pass.”

“It’s their job. You don’t get any pleasure out of a visit to the doctor.” 

“Speak for yourself.”

“Oh come on, Frank. Seriously?”

Frank threw me a smirk. “Well, you’ve been a stone cold witch ever since we sat down. I’m bored, so you get inappropriate jokes.” 

I sighed. “I’m just nervous.”

“I’m sure mommy and baby are both okay,” Frank said. 

I raised my eyes to him. “I’m sure she is too,” I said. “Actually, would you mind getting me a bottle of water from the machine?” 

Frank placed a hand on my shoulder as he stood up. “Sure, I could do with a stretch.”

I watched his lanky form—followed by an even longer, lankier shadow—sail down the shiny, white and grey corridor. I needed a moment alone with my thoughts like I needed a hole in the head, but I did want a few minutes of silence in order to throw a little magick into the air. 

With the pentacle in my hand, snaking between my fingers, I uttered a prayer to the Goddess of the Moon. She is the life-giver, the creator, the protector. And at the dawn of spring, she is being born. I hadn’t made that spiritual connection until now but it fit, and I knew that no matter what, everything would be okay. Eliza and her baby would be okay, and that was the important part. 

I couldn’t wait for this little bean to enter the world. She hadn’t even been born yet and I had no problem in deciding what embarrassing story about her mother I should tell her first. I had no shortage of those! But I also couldn’t wait to dress her up in little summer dresses, play with her in the back yard, and buy her first choker for her. 

I would love this little baby with all my heart. I would be a good aunt. A great aunt, only without the age. The kind of aunt that can be depended on for babysitting, who never forgets gifts at birthdays and Yule, and isn’t afraid to tell her off if she’s being silly—or brattish. Nine months I had been waiting for this little baby to make an appearance and that day was now!

Yeah, I would be an awesome—

The big white door in front of me, which had remained motionless since my arrival, suddenly swung open. Behind it stood a nurse wearing a pair of gloves and an apron. I wasn’t oblivious to the few specks of blood upon it. 

I shot up. “How is she?” I asked.

“She’s fine,” said the nurse.

“And the baby?” 

“She’s fine too.”

Frank returned to me when he saw the nurse.

“When can I see her?” I asked.

“She’s resting right now and the doctor is still with her. They’ve had a tough time in there, but I think that—”

Evan’s head popped out from over the nurse’s shoulder like a whack-a-mole. I expected the happy face of a new father, but instead found his expression scarred and cowed; clearly he had tried to wrestle with Eliza’s wishes. “Amber,” he said, “She’s calling for you.” 

The nurse tried to protest but I was past her before she could stop me. Frank followed. 

Evan led us down a corridor lined with several doors and a tall window at the end, for natural light. The entire hall reeked of disinfectant and strawberry air-freshener, which mingled like oil and water. That is, not at all. Each sniff of the stuff took turns assaulting the nostrils. Gods how I wanted out! 

Powering down the hall I wasn’t sure what I would feel when Evan opened the door to Eliza’s delivery room. An overwhelming joy, I was sure, but also—maybe—a little dread. I was next. I mean, I wouldn’t be the next person to have a baby, but I was next after Eliza. I realized, then, that I didn’t have any other girlfriends, and I guess that kinda sucked. 

Evan stood by the brown door to a delivery room and smiled. “Ready?” he asked.

I nodded. 

“Let’s get this done,” Frank said, “Hospitals give me the creeps.” 

Evan opened the door and the rush of joy I was expecting fell over my shoulders like a fresh waterfall on a summer day. There, beyond the threshold to the delivery room, Eliza was sitting on a bed cradling her newborn creation. Her legs were in stirrups and covered by a blue mantle; on the other side of which a doctor was still working. 

The doctor poked his head around the side and opened his mouth to ask a question, but stopped and hid behind the mantle again. I supposed he too had experienced Eliza’s… persuasiveness. 

Then I saw it. The tiny little thing was like a doll covered in gelatin. Pale and tiny and wrinkled, red and pink and purple, a fresh creature presented to the world. I approached, and with every step I took my knees faltered a little further. The tears came a little harder. My smile widened a little more. 

“Hey,” Eliza said.

“Hey,” I said. 

Her voice was tired, but her cheeks had that warm red afterglow of someone who had just been through a crazy workout. The happy glow, as I call it. That’s what this was. And she was beautiful with it planted upon her face.

Then there was the baby, who I had made a conscious effort not to look at until I made sure that Eliza was okay because I knew that, when I did look, I would melt. And I did. Here was this tiny, wriggling thing. Tiny and purple and covered in bits of white and pink I knew belonged to Eliza.

“Oh my Gods,” I said, cooing over the infant. She hadn’t even opened her eyes yet. “She’s so beautiful.” 

“I know. Gave us a scare, though. Thought the umbilical was wrapped around her neck. But it was fine.”

“That’s amazing. Look at how amazing she is,” I said to Frank.

“Kinda looks a little pale,” Frank offered “May wanna get her some sunlight.”

Eliza laughed, but it was a guarded laugh, like she wasn’t sure if he was being serious or joking. Frank’s infectious personality had rubbed off on her and they had become good friends in the last few weeks, much to my satisfaction. But she didn’t yet know him like I did. I had been his friend long enough now to know that Frank’s heart was made of soft dough—even if everything else about him suggested the contrary. Somewhere beneath his marble skin a heart was fluttering. 

Just like mine.

“She’s beautiful,” I said, and I kissed Eliza’s forehead. “You guys have done a great job. You’re gonna be awesome parents.” 

Eliza took my hand and squeezed it. “We couldn’t have done it without you.” 

If the doctor heard, he didn’t question.

“Oh hush,” I said. “Have you decided on a name yet?” 

“No, not yet.”

“Lize, she’s already here! She needs a name.” 

“I know, but I have time to pick one. When it comes, I’ll know.”

“You’d better hurry up,” Frank said, “Otherwise I’ll pick one for you.”

“Do you have any suggestions?” 

“I like different names,” I said, “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with names like Michael or Josh or Jake. But I would rather call my kid Rogue or Jet.” 

“Jet?” Frank asked.

“Like a jet engine?”

“Yup.” 

“Did someone want to be a fighter pilot when she was a little girl?” he asked in a mocking tone.

“Not really. I just like uncommon names.” 

“They’re not that uncommon.” 

The baby squirmed and then made a sound I had never heard a living creature make. A whine, a gargle, and a cough, all forced out of the same tiny mouth in one quick movement. Did she just sneeze or cough? I wasn’t sure. Then she did it again, and again.

“I think she’s hungry,” said the doctor. 

Eliza shuffled the baby around in her arms. Evan came to help. 

“This is the part where we leave, I think,” I said. 

“Yeah, I’m gonna try and breast-feed her for the first time,” Eliza said. “Wish me luck?” 

Again I kissed her on top of the head. “You don’t need it. You rest, okay? We’ll keep in touch while your family’s here, but I’ll let you call me okay?”

Eliza nodded and got herself ready to connect with her child for the first time. Evan barely acknowledged my goodbye, but I couldn’t blame him. He was so focused! Good for you, Evan, I thought. You better take care of them.

Frank and I left the room and my heart soared for my friend. My sister. Spring was here, and the waxing Goddess had touched her. Of that I had no doubt.

 “That was something,” Frank said as we made our way out of the bright, white hospital. We had passed several nurses, patients in gowns, and visiting family members along the way.

“Yeah, at least it’s done now,” I said.

“I couldn’t do that.”

“Duh, you’re a guy.” 

“No, witch, I mean even if I had your plumbing.” 

“Well I think you’d make a pretty decent parent,” I said “A scary one, but also a decent one.” 

“Now who’s the one being incredible?”

The automatic door opened and we stepped outside. The sun was still out, though it had begun its descent over horizon throwing up a honey glow into the darkening sky. 

Frank took a deep breath and exhaled. “Anyway,” he said, “Time to go home.” 

I nodded.

“By the way, I’ve been meaning to ask,” said Frank.

“About what?” 

“About a certain someone in your life. Or, rather, who isn’t in your life right now.”

“Aaron?” 

“You guys talk, right?” 

“Sometimes.”

I didn’t normally talk about Aaron, but I did talk to him. Stolen phone calls in the middle of the night, mainly. But enough for us to keep in contact, at least.

“So… when is he coming back?” 

“Honestly? I have no idea.”

I hadn’t seen Aaron in person ever since that day on the edge of town when he sped off in his muscle car into the distance. He told me that he had to go and find his father. That he had to figure out what he had become and how to deal with it. I always thought werewolves had crazy tempers and came out under the light of the full moon to hunt people, but that’s not how Aaron described his… current state.

He had a temper, sure, but he had always been a little quick tempered. I guess that kinda made sense now. From Aaron’s mouth, though, he spoke about his condition as a kind of strength. Anger and passion gave him focus. He can channel those emotions into his muscles and do incredible things with his body. Of course, I hadn’t seen him do any of those incredible things yet—but I had seen him take out a whole room full of demon worshipping cultists.

It was a mistake to wonder such things in front of Frank, though.

“You’re gonna screw his brains out, aren’t you?” Frank asked.

“Excuse you?” I said, turning to him, hand on hip.

“You heard me, witch.” 

“I’ll have you know, while Aaron and I have been in contact during his absence we haven’t yet talked about… us…” 

“So?” 

“So. It means I don’t know what this is yet.”

Frank narrowed his eyes. “You’re lying.”

“Oh? And how can you tell?” 

“You’re not the only one who can read auras, honey.” 

My cheeks flushed bright red. Aaron and I hadn’t spoken nearly as much as I would have liked us to—we were both busy a lot of the time—but that kiss we shared on the highway? Oh Gods. Fantasizing about Aaron’s return had become a nightly thing. Christian Grey can eat his baby-faced heart out. No amount of sex toys can measure up to the primal appeal of a man rocking rugged stubble and powerful shoulders you could sink your teeth into.

“Yeah, well, why don’t you go read someone else’s aura?” I asked.

“Maybe I will, but first you’re going to do something for me.” 

“And what’s that?” 

He grinned. “When you see him, give him an extra kiss for me and tell him I say hi.”

“Fuck you!” I said and I shoved him toward the pavement in protest, but I couldn’t hide the redness on my face or the sparkle in my eyes. What Frank didn’t quite catch was that the sparkle served to hide a quiet hole in my chest. Every day it grew wider as niggling insecurities gnawed at its edges like rats, and I had no way to stop them from feasting. Only Aaron coming back to me could save me from eventually imploding. 

And he wasn’t here.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

My walk home was a little odd. The fading blue of the sky was somehow richer and more vibrant than it should have been, despite the late hour. Eliza had just given birth to a beautiful baby girl. It seemed like no time at all had passed since she gave me the news that she was pregnant and, now that it was over, I felt like I was waking up from a dream. 

And what a perfect vista to wake up to. Never before had I seen a sunset quite as stunning. So, fearing that I never would again, I snapped a photo of the landscape as the western horizon stole the star’s circular shape millimeter by millimeter, and then took a deep breath of fresh, crisp air. Only the air carried an aftertaste I didn’t enjoy. Bitter. Like a shallow sip of beer where all you get is froth. 

I put my phone back in my pocket and circled around myself. I was in the suburbs about ten minutes from my home. Apricot Drive, this was. Mostly families with at least one or two kids lived here, white picket fence kind of folks that work in air conditioned offices and host dinner parties every weekend for their friends. The kind of people who buy a Mercedes Benz or a Lexus as well as an SUV simply because they don’t want their kids staining the expensive upholstery, and never you mind that stupid carbon footprint nonsense.

Apricot Drive was a privileged neighborhood for the upper middle class. Well policed and maintained. All pretty gardens and trimmed hedges. Blue and brown and red doors, swing-sets on the front lawn, children running around with reckless abandon. But today, Apricot Drive was littered not with kids, but with dead birds. 

All around me I saw them scattered along the road, pavement, and gardens like candy fallen out of a broken piñata. The melodic rock music blaring in my ears would have made sure I hadn’t heard them hit the ground, but I also hadn’t seen them come down. Had they always been there? It didn’t matter, because now I could smell them. The poor things were twisted and dead and reeked of death, but it wasn’t their fault. 

I pulled the earbuds out of my ears and approached one of the birds, a blackbird. With a single finger to its chest I checked in vain for signs of life, but found none. Oddly, I couldn’t find any marks on the bird either. No signs of injury or electrocution. I glanced up at the sky in search of clouds or anything to suggest a drastic change in the atmosphere that could have caused this, but was met by an azure mantle of sky littered with twinkling stars. 

Poison, then? 

The thought didn’t sit well with me, but it was the only explanation I had. Someone killed all these birds. They didn’t just up and die of their own accord. And that meant that someone would be round to pick them up soon. Animal control, most likely. So I stood up, wiped my hand on my thigh and continued on my way home with a silent prayer for the little creatures echoing in the back of my mind.

But first there was the matter of the front door to my house. In recent months, my house had become a hub for people and things that didn’t belong in my life; namely the entities and parties that showed up unbidden after having found me using mystical means—or, you know, a phone book. Every day I would come home to one nasty memory or another, and every day just as I passed Mrs. Lancaster’s freshly trimmed hedges—which were usually cut in geometric shapes, like triangles and squares—and onto the stone path leading up to the front porch of my house, I found myself slowing down and wondering.

What may be waiting for me behind my front door? 

The thought had crossed my mind to move, or at the very least re-paint the front door. But this house was mine, thank you very much. And I didn’t want to go through the effort of painting or re-arranging anything. I had enough hard work keeping the bookstore the way I liked it, and I wasn’t about to spend the rest of my free time changing things around at home. 

So the door remained its dull brown with the golden ram—the only thing I did change myself—for a knocker, and I approached. Slow and steady, my pulse began to quicken. I reached into my bag for my keys and fumbled around until my fingers clasped the metal bunch. Then I stepped to within arm’s length of the door, slotted the key into the keyhole, and turned.

Click.

I turned the knob, pushed, and the door groaned open. Inside, my house was quiet. What faint light remained broke past my body and threw my tall, looming shadow over the front room; but that was the most foreign thing about the place. My heart relaxed. I closed the door, and dropped my guard.

“I should move,” I said aloud.

But I wouldn’t.

Where would I go? How would I afford it? And why would I want to leave a house that my parents had already paid for anyway? So the house had a few uninvited guests at times—big deal. I’m a True Witch. If an enemy wanted to find me they would manage it even if I were living in some freakishly remote part of the world that even FedEx won’t deliver to.

I could, at the very least, take myself off the phone book. Mental note. 

But that would be another day. I kicked my shoes off and let them fall near the front door, then crossed to the kitchen, turned the kettle on, prepared a cup of green tea, and headed into my bedroom with my phone in hand. 

A few swipes of a touch screen later and I was video calling Aaron, and my stomach was tingling. The nerves were unreal! I checked myself out on the screen and pulled stray strands of copper hair from out of my face, but nothing seemed to relieve the shaking. They were good shakes, though. Excited shakes. My body was literally buzzing with joy at the thought of seeing him and speaking to him, and all he had to do to give me my release was pick up.

Pick up, pick up.

Connecting.

Moments, and Aaron’s face filled the screen. I beamed him a smile—the cuteness of which I could verify on the tiny window to the right of Aaron’s face—and he returned it. It was already dark where he was so all I could see were the highlights of his chiseled face; his nose, cheeks, lips and chin; but boy if that’s all I needed to get me going.

“Hey,” he said. 

“Hey to you. Where are you? It’s so dark.”

“Sorry, I’m in the den. Hold on.” 

Aaron stretched—click—and a dim yellow light glowed into full luminescence. There he was! A blond/ brown stubble had encroached upon his entire jawline, his cheeks, and the upper reaches of his neck. The hair on his head was messy, but it wasn’t much longer than he usually kept it. And his eyes—Gods—they shined bright and blue even in the harsh light coming off the desk beside him.

“That’s better,” I said.

“I could say the same to you,” Aaron said, shuffling around to get a better camera angle on his face. “How are you?” 

“I’m great. I have news, actually. Eliza gave birth today. A girl.”

“That’s awesome! Did they name her?” 

“Nah, not yet. At least not that I know.”

“Were you waiting long?” 

“Just a couple of hours. Eliza’s baby is happy and healthy,” I beamed.

“I’m happy to hear it.” 

He said happy, but he didn’t seem it. Was he tired? Had he only just woken up? 

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” Aaron said, “I’m sorry, I’m just a little beat.”

“Are you okay?” 

“It’s fine. My arms are sore, that’s all.”

“I wish I could rub them for you.”

Aaron smiled. “Me too. Soon, though.”

Soon? My heart started shot from zero to sixty in less than three seconds. How soon was soon? Tomorrow? Next week? Today? “How soon?” I asked.

“Ummm.”

Umm? I didn’t like umm. That meant he didn’t know, which also meant that it wouldn’t be tomorrow. But my heart continued to beat hard and fast in my neck, holding on to the shred of hope that he may say tomorrow or already be at my door or something. 

“Less than a week’s time,” Aaron said, “I’m getting ready to move out today.” 

A week. Another week. I could accept another week, couldn’t I? It had already been a while, what was another week? My heart sank, and the sinking allowed it to slow back down to a regular pace. Save the fluttering and the racing for later. A week wasn’t long. 

Only that it was when you were expecting something.

“A week,” I said, “Okay. I can do a week.” 

“Can you?” Aaron asked, shifting around so that his back was up against the backboard. 

“I… think so? I mean, it’ll be tough. It’s been tough.”

“How tough?” 

My cheeks were starting to flush. Just what was he trying to accomplish here with that seductive grin of his? “Very,” I said. “How tough has it been for you?” 

“I can’t even begin to describe it… but I’ve been dreaming about that kiss we shared before you left.”

Beaming again. “Really?”

“Absolutely. I can’t wait to get to you.”

I sighed. “Me either, Aaron. It feels like it’s been forever.”

“It won’t be long now. Then you can catch me up on everything that’s been going on.”

“And you can tell me more about… you… the new you.”

“I’ll do better than that. I’ll show you.”

“Show me? You can… do that?”

Aaron flashed a grin. In the harsh light it was hard to make out a lot of his features, but I could swear I saw his teeth elongate in his mouth right in front of me. I swallowed hard as my heart began to race again and my body warmed.

“Wow,” I said. 

“Less than a week,” Aaron said, “I promise. I’m coming home to you.”

I nodded and we disconnected, though I didn’t get to tell him that I missed him and would feel the absence of those words for the rest of the evening. 

Living without Aaron had been difficult, not only because of what I knew about him or because of the kiss we shared. But mostly because Raven’s Glen hadn’t felt safe ever since that first attempt on my life. 

I didn’t need Aaron to protect me. But for that brief moment when we held each other on the street at the edge of town I felt a glimmer of hope caress my cheek. For the first time since this whole thing started, I didn’t fear anything or anyone. 

What was one more week of fearing?

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

By the time my alarm went off I was sitting up and watching the first hints of morning break through the shades in my room. So at nine in the morning I slipped out of bed, showered, changed into a long black dress—loose at the shoulders, long at the hem—and sat down at my kitchen table to eat a bowl of cereal and a small bunch of grapes. 

Dawn was still yawning over the trees by the time I left my place, which was unusual. The warm sunlight bouncing off the dew on the tops of cars and buildings made the world glisten around me like it was made of glass, but in the back of my mind I found the image of Lily—Damien’s sister—creeping in, muting the colors and sounds around me like clouds on a sunny day. 

Why her? Why now, after all this time, had she clawed her way out of the recesses of my mind to show me her face? She was cold and pale—much like a corpse—but her eyes were vibrant and exaggerated, alive with intelligence and passion. Was she trying to contact me from beyond the grave, or had I dreamt about her in the night and forgotten? 

I figured the latter, given that I had woken up far earlier than I normally would have this morning. Sleep had become easy in recent nights, or at least it had been before the end of Eliza’s third trimester peeked its head over the horizon. Fact is I was no stranger to nightmares, even the ones I couldn’t remember. The ones I could remember, though, were always the same:

The sheriff’s knife through my abdomen.

Aaron’s blood in the snow.

The demon’s disgusting hands in my mouth.

But of all the things that had happened to me, the demon’s intrusion into my body was the one that had left the biggest impression upon my psyche. I felt dirty for days after. Sullied and unclean. No ritual of cleansing or steaming hot shower could relieve me of what I was feeling. Of how I was feeling. 

In my recent dreams, the demon lingered at the corner of my perception. It laughed as the sheriff plunged his blade into my gut. Cackled as Aaron fell into the snow—lifeless—beside me. And chuckled as I walked away from the burning building believing I had defeated it. But of course, they were just dreams now. 

And dreams couldn’t hurt me.

Houston Boulevard was still waking up as I walked through it. Men and women dressed in different variations of black and white uniforms, each belonging to a different café situated on the high street, were setting up chairs and tables on the promenade. They worked diligently to beat the morning rush, propping up boards with specials and menus written on them for walkers to see as they passed and wiping down every last available surface until they sparkled against the morning sun. 

For a tiny place, Raven’s Glen sure did have a large number of cafes and bistros one could enjoy a croissant and a coffee in. But my favorite haunt was Joe’s. His restaurant was tucked away behind Houston Boulevard, on Rosella—the street where my bookstore sat. But the location handicap wasn’t as bad as most other little shops in my area. 

With its freshly baked doughnuts and sugared churros in the morning, their inexpensive-yet-hefty lunch and dinner menus, and impeccable personal service, Joe’s place came plenty recommended. And since I had been a loyal customer even before the hype began, Joe gave me extra special care and attention whenever I came round. It was only a free latte in the mornings, but the gesture was enough to keep me coming back every lunch time. 

So I was pretty surprised when I tried the door to Joe’s and found it locked. A delicious, warm aroma strong enough to slip through even the metal front door wafted out into the street, but I couldn’t see anybody inside. What the heck? 

“Morning, Amber,” Joe said. I caught him crossing the road toward me. 

“Hey Joe,” I said, “You closed today?” 

“No, sorry, I just closed up for a minute. Just been down your street with the police.”

“The police? What happened?” 

“There’s a whole bunch of dead birds down there. I called the Sheriff in to have a look.”

Dead birds. I had almost forgotten about seeing them last night along Apricot Drive. Were they there this morning? I couldn’t remember.

“Oh… wow,” I said.

Joe fished his keys out of his pocket and went to unlock the door to his restaurant. “Yeah,” he said, “Sheriff doesn’t know anything about it. He’s just calling up animal control now.”

“Alright, thanks,” I said, without much thought. I had begun walking toward the crossing. Joe had tried to say something else to me, or maybe at me, but I had already crossed the road.

Why I hadn’t paid attention on the way here? Were there dead birds on Apricot? I didn’t think so. I would have noticed. Wouldn’t I? There were so many there last night. But I also hadn’t checked the news out to see if it had been reported. I needed to start paying more attention.

Then I saw it.

The bird was tiny, no larger than the size of my hand, and completely stiff with rigor mortis. I stopped, knelt by it, and inspected its tiny body. Its plumes were a glossy dark blue and it had a white underside that was streaked with the same shiny blue. Its feathers seemed to shimmer depending on how you looked at it and its bill was so tiny and pointed I could have cried. The bird was beautiful, but it was also dead. And in death the colors on its body seemed somehow muted. The shimmer was fading fast and the white of its chest was turning into an ashen gray. 

The bird didn’t seem damaged or injured. It hadn’t flown into a wall or a lamp-post. It had just dropped from the sky, dead. So I picked it up and cupped it between my hands before continuing along the sidewalk toward the bookstore. I couldn’t see the sheriff’s car anywhere—maybe he had already left—but there were dead birds alright. Swallows, mostly, but many of them, scattered all over the sidewalk and the street. On top of cars and bins. It was like they had been shot out of a leaf blower in no particular order.

It was ghoulish. 

I opened the bookstore, searched inside for an empty box—of which there were plenty in the back room—and went out into the street again to collect as many birds as I could. My heart broke for the little things. I hadn’t picked any of them up last night and I had no idea where they were now. For all I knew they had been tossed into a fire. 

These, however, I wanted to bury properly. In my garden. That was the right thing to do. It was the wiccan thing to do. From nature, to nature. So after I had picked enough of them up I took the box into the back room, stuffed the top with spare polystyrene foam and bubble paper, and sealed the whole thing up with duct tape. The back room was cold and dark. They would be fine in there until closing.

But there wasn’t a box big enough, or duct tape strong enough, to contain my curiosity. 

I walked outside again and took a deep breath. The air was cold, but warming. The sky had gone from pale blue to sunny gold, and the breeze was gorgeous. Though, once more, something didn’t quite smell right. The bitterness came back again and bit me like it did last night, but it was heavy this time. 

Thick and cold. Like the clamor of death. 

With my eyes closed and my back against the closed door to the bookstore, I let my ethereal senses spill out of me and into my surroundings. The sounds of passing cars were muted now, as were the hushed whispers of passersby talking about the strange dead bird phenomenon and snapping shots with their phones. 

And above all the hushed noise, I could hear swallows chirping. In my mind’s eye I could see them flying around. Phantom lights in the shape of birds, darting out from the tops of buildings and circling back in again in a crazy dance only they understood. They were ghosts, of course. The echo of a thing that was once there and now wasn’t. The swallows still flew and sang in the Nether and that, at least, was comforting.

But then the swallow song hit a sharp note, and they stopped singing. It was as if a cello had been plucked the wrong way, or a violin’s bow had skidded across the strings too hard. I winced from the noise and looked up to find them, but they were gone. Every last one of their lights, extinguished. Their crazy dance replaced by stillness. Their cheerful song drowned by silence. 

And as I stood, staring with my mind’s eye into the empty space where the birds had once been, a figure came into view. It was dark and left a trail of shadows as it went. Solid shadows, like a mantle. The creature flew down from the heavens, into the street, and directly into my line of sight. It wanted me to see it. And when it got close, I saw it for what it was.

A large bird.

Only this wasn’t an ordinary bird. It landed on the roof of a car mere few feet away from me and hopped around to face me. I couldn’t tell its breed. The animal was too small to be a raven, so it could have been a crow. But the thing was wreathed in a mantle of living, writhing shadow and its eyes—radiant yellow orbs—weren’t placed on the sides of its head; but on the front.

And it was staring right at me.

“Hey, Miss,” said a woman, snapping me out of my trance. I blinked and opened my eyes. 

“Yes?” I asked.

“Are you alright?” 

“Uh, yeah, I’m fine. Why?” 

“Sorry, it’s just that you were… breathing really heavily and just kinda standing there.”

“Yeah. I think I haven’t woken up properly yet. Thank you, though.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, and she walked along to where ever the heck she was going. But when she passed I saw the bird sitting on the roof of the car across from me. No writhing shadow. No yellow eyes. It was a regular crow. I had never seen something in the Nether before that had a physical counterpart like this. 

The animal was fascina—CAW.

I jerked away from the sound and backed into the store door causing the door to rattle. Then the bird flew away, but I got the distinct impression that the sound hadn’t fazed it one bit. It chose to fly off, and that thought suggested a kind of intelligence existing behind the crow’s silver mirror eyes. 

Or maybe I was making it up in my head.

“Fuck,” I said, cursing under my breath. “What is it with the birds around here?”

I shook my head, turned toward the store, and opened up. Today was already shaping up to be a weird day and I couldn’t wait for it to pass. After all, it would be one less day until I get to be with Aaron.

And that day couldn’t come soon enough.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

Despite the morning’s strangeness, the entirety of the work day sailed by. Customers trickled in and out. Books were bought and sold. Obscure tomes were located and ordered. I even picked up some of James’—the owner of the bookstore—mail from the PO Box down the street. He never got anything interesting, but I had permission to open them and see what they were.

Sometimes I would get official papers to sign and check out before faxing them to James’ accountant for him to deal with. We never spoke in person, me and James’ accountant, only via email. And I liked it that way. I enjoyed running the store with Eliza, even if her contribution had somewhat diminished as the bump started to get too big for her to manage. 

She insisted she could work, but I didn’t want to risk hurting her or the baby. And, truth be told, without the distraction that was Eliza, I was able to get a lot of things done around the store; chores which we had decided upon doing many moons ago but never actually got around to doing. 

Closing time came, and as the sun began its descent to the west and the sky began to return to the pale blue of the morning, I closed up—box of dead birds in hand. Animal control had shown up to clean the street earlier on, but I didn’t let them have the birds I had held on to. I decided never to tell anyone what I had done seeing as though to the average person I was probably crazy. Freak! But I didn’t care.

I had a higher calling, and those birds deserved to be buried with love.

So I walked home as the air cooled and made mental notes of where my shovel was and how deep each grave had to be. I also considered making tiny headstones or marking the grave with a pentagram made up of any number of rocks I might find along the way home, but the box I had chosen to carry the birds in was cumbersome and I wouldn’t be able to pick rocks without putting it down.

Then I got home, and as the rams head knocker on my front door stared back at me, all of my higher brain functions ceased. The door seemed impassable, like a barrier I couldn’t cross. I had the box in my hands, so I struggled to fish my keys out of my bag—of course I didn’t think to set the box down; that’s what a normal person does—and took a step toward the door.

The key didn’t want to find the lock. Despite looking right at it I couldn’t seem to get the damn thing to fit, let alone turn. Aha! The door unlocked and I pushed it open, and once again, my house was silent. Darker than usual, but still silent. I only had to take a step inside, however, before a chill raced up my spine. 

I recognized this feeling.

It was like a set of cold fingers had traced a line across my right shoulder and then continued down along the length of my spine. The tingles persisted for a moment, and then another moment, as my body registered the cold and reacted to it by making my skin break out into goose flesh. 

I shuddered and swallowed, then I set the box down by my feet and clenched my hands into fists, one of which was a fist full of keys. It hurt, but I didn’t care. The keys were cutting into my skin, but that little tidbit was irrelevant. A familiar vibration emanating at the crown of my head and travelling down my neck, chest, abdomen and thighs filled me as I called for The Power. Protection. I wanted protection. But I also wanted to be able to blast whoever—or whatever—was in my house. 

Not again. I refused to be afraid of my own house! 

“He—” I was about to speak when a figure came darting out of the bathroom next to the kitchen. I struggled to react, to release a bolt of energy into the man’s chest, but he was lightning fast and really strong! 

Then he came into the light, and I realized: it was Aaron.

“You asshole!” I said. He had me pinned to the wall by my wrists. “I was about to kick your ass!” 

“That would have been hot,” he said. His voice was at once a soft purr and an animal growl. Warm shivers filled me and electrified my skin.

“What the fuck are you doing here? What happened to a week?”

“Aren’t you glad to see me?” 

“Yeah, but… questions!” 

“Forget questions. They can wait.” 

Aaron went in to kiss my neck and as his prickly stubble caressed my bare skin I could do nothing else but submit and arch my chest toward him. I ran my hands through his hair and sighed into his ear as his warm tongue explored the flesh he had been longing to taste for months. Flesh that I had wanted him to taste. 

“I missed you,” I said in a sigh.

“I missed you too,” he said, his hands exploring the curve of my back and sailing to my thighs. He picked me up and pulled me toward him. 

My body was ablaze in an instant. I wanted to devour him and to have him devour me in kind. We would be animals together. We would cease to be people and become the essence of our passion made manifest. A single writhing entity, breathing and moving in unison. It had been too long.

Aaron carried me two steps and dropped to his knees on the kitchen floor. The cold tiles beneath my knees excited my skin as I made contact, and when he started to pull down the loose parts of my dress I lost myself. I hadn’t been this close to his body in months and recognized the change in an instant. His shoulders were broader, his abdomen was tighter—more compact and rigid—and his smell was altogether different. And as my own fingers now explored the groves of his muscles and every inch of his skin the craving within me started to scream out in pain until…

His lips found my collarbone and neck. They were warm and soft and trailed by a slight prickly sensation from his stubble. I arched into his lips and sighed, delighted at the warmth of his lips, but then he cupped one of my breasts and gently squeezed above the fabric of my bra. My body pulsed with electricity and want, a single powerful ripple sent coursing into me from that one single tender squeeze of his hand. 

I pushed my chest further into his and ran my hands along the curve of his jaw and into his hair while he skillfully unhooked my bra. My flesh was bare, now; ready for him to take. Aaron paused for a moment to look at me, then he wrapped his hands around the small of my back, tipped my body up to his and wrapped his lips around one of my breasts. Immediately I felt the warmth of his breath, the wet of his tongue. My nipple hardened and I pulled him even closer, moaning into his hair. 

Ablaze, now. Carnal desire was pumping through my veins at breakneck speed and there was no way to stem the flow. Aaron pushed me gently to my back, trailed his kisses to my abdomen and pulled my dress off entirely leaving me spread beneath him in only a set of lacy black panties. I was warm, wet, and my heart was hammering against my temples. Aaron lowered his body to me, kissed the fabric of my panties, and then ripped them off with a single pull of his hand. 

A soft, cold breeze washed through the space between us for a moment, delighting the warmth I had felt only a moment ago, but the moment soon passed. Aaron dove into me, his tongue like a dart, flicking, and tasting the part of me he had been denied for so long. Seconds, and I was bucking and moaning. Minutes, and he had satisfied me twice over. He may have gone for a third if I hadn’t wrapped my legs around his torso and pulled his body toward mine, signaling my desire.

But Aaron understood and he quickly removed his shirt, jeans and boxers before joining me on the floor where I lay, warm and flushed and waiting. And when he entered for the first time in months I felt just how hard and how big he was, and knew from the bliss that came rushing through me that it had been too long since we had been together. 

Much too long.

Hours melted into each other. I couldn’t remember this day ever having an evening. As far as my mind could recall, it was closing time, I had walked home, and then it was midnight. And I was floating on a cloud with Aaron by my side. His chest was heaving gently, and with my ear to his skin I could hear the rapid beating of his strong heart and feel the strange heat coming off his body.

“So, hi,” Aaron said.

I laughed. “Hello to you too.” 

“Didn’t expect me, I guess?” 

“No. Like, not at all.”

“I knew surprising you would be a good idea.”

I raised my head to look at him and kissed his chest before speaking. “It was.”

“I really did miss you, you know.”

“I know. I could tell when we spoke.”

“Could you?” 

I kissed his chest again. My left hand and his right were entwined, and he was fiddling with my fingers. “Yeah, I mean, besides looking tired, you also looked… I don’t know. I could just tell.”

“You must have a knack for that.” 

“I must do.”

“So Eliza had her baby?”

“Yeah, she did. I spoke to her earlier on while I was working. She’s doing great, but she has family coming over so I’m gonna keep my distance.” 

“Oh? How come?” 

“I just want to let them have time with their baby, you know?”

“I’m sure she would rather have you around.” 

“And she will, if she calls. I’ve left it up to her. But anyway, I want to hear about you.” 

“Me, huh?” 

“Yeah, you big jerk. How did it all go? Where are you staying? Please tell me you aren’t leaving again.” 

Aaron sighed. “There’s a lot of explanation I’m going to have to give if you want me to answer every one of those questions in detail.” 

“I do, but start with the important one. Are you leaving again?” 

I almost dared not ask. What if he said yes? What if his visit to Raven’s Glen was only temporary? He had basically quit his life to go and find his father and he had been gone for months. What if he couldn’t get his old job back? What about his house? I knew he was paying rent. Was he still paying it? Did he even have a home?

“No,” he said.

Relief! “That’s the correct answer,” I said, kissing his chest again.

Aaron smiled. “I’m going to stay with my uncle. He owns a garage just off Houston. Said I can work for him there with cars and bikes.”

“Oh that’s awesome!”

Aaron had always loved his car and basically all things mechanic. He was the kind of guy who actually still bought car and bike magazines instead of reading articles online. I guess he enjoyed using his hands—tactile sensations, that kind of thing. 

Actually, I knew he enjoyed using his hands. 

“Yeah, I’m looking forward to it. By the way, would you mind passing me my jeans?” 

I sat up and let my copper hair fall all the way down my back. Aaron grinned at the sight of my pale skin and the curve of my hips, and I grinned with him. Then I handed him his jeans and waited patiently, sitting up straight and naked as the day the Goddess made me.

Aaron fumbled around in his pocket and pulled out what I suspected was a necklace of some kind. “Come here,” he said. And I did. And Aaron slipped a leather throng around my neck with a stone hanging off it. The shiny red stone sat snugly on my neck and caught the light nicely.

“Oh my—Aaron… is this… Jasper?” 

“It is.” 

“How did you know?” 

“I’ve done my research,” he said with a smirk to end all smug smirks.

“How about you tell me what it is, then? And don’t skimp out.” 

“Oh, a pop quiz? What do I get if I pass?” 

I smiled to myself and my cheeks flushed bright red. “We’ll see, won’t we?”  

“This,” Aaron said, “Is a Jasper stone; the seasonal stone for Ostara.” 

“Carry on,” I said, turning to him.

“Ostara the Germanic word for the vernal equinox and it comes from the name of the fertility Goddess Ēostre – whose symbol is a hare and an egg. This is where we get the words east, Easter, and the word estrogen from, or at least that’s what people say.” 

“That’s… amazing.” 

“Is it so hard to believe that I could have found this information? Wikipedia is pretty useful.” 

“It’s not, I just…”

I didn’t believe it: all this from Aaron? Had he been abducted by some UFO up in Nevada and undergone some kind of alien experiment?

“You don’t have words,” he said.

“I don’t. I love it, though. I’m just trying to figure you out.” 

“What’s there to figure out?” he asked, slipping a hand under the back of his head. We had unknowingly laid back onto the carpeted floor. 

“You’re… different now.”

“I know.”

“And I like it.” 

“Then you’ll like me asking you out to dinner.”

“I… yes, I would, actually.”

Aaron sat up straight. His body curved into a perfectly tight, muscular L-shape. “I don’t want to sneak around anymore,” he said. “No more fuckery. There’s been no one else since the first time we hooked up.”

I swallowed.

“No one,” he continued. “You’re the one I want, and I want the real thing with you. None of the bullshit we had before.” 

I stared into his blue eyes, my own eyes as bright as the sun with wonder at the man I was seeing in front of me. Strong, rough, but gentle and caring. Perfection. 

I would have been some kind of dumbass to say no.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

I woke up the next morning, bright and early, to a warm, prickly sensation around my stomach. Of course, I hadn’t yet realized that Aaron was home and that he had spent the night with me. I was so used to being alone that waking up with someone next to me seemed strange, almost alien. But then my mind wrapped itself around the idea that Aaron was home and that meant… 

When I glanced down along the length of my torso I saw him. Or, rather, I saw his hulking naked shoulders gleaming in the pale sunlight, his scruffy hair dropped low and tickling my belly, and his hands gently clasped around my thighs. I swallowed hard and went to speak, but Aaron sensed that I had roused from sleep and took it as invitation to take the breath out of my lungs with a quick jerk of his tongue toward the already warm and wet space between my legs. 

I couldn’t remember the last time I had been woken up like this. Well, I could. It was the last time Aaron was here. But it had been so long that the connection between now and then was weak and distant, like something that happened years ago. Nevertheless, Aaron’s slow, careful movements ensured my body warmed and woke up singing bright songs of pleasure and desire. 

Moments, and I was grabbing on to what hair I could find and bucking my hips against him, crying out to the Gods. 

Aaron was done, I was done, and when I came back down from whatever cloud Aaron had just sent me to, my alarm clock signaled the start of the morning. If it had gone off a minute earlier I would have thrown it out the window. 

“Good morning,” Aaron said, grinning from between my legs. 

I pulled him up to me by the shoulders and smiled into his eyes. “Good morning,” I said. 

“You sound rested.”

“Do I? I think I’m pretty out of breath.”

“You’ll be fine.” 

“Yeah… I think I will be. So, what are you doing today?” 

“I’m gonna head down to my uncle’s garage, get down to my first official day of work.” 

“Nervous?” 

“Nah. I love cars, remember? And he’s told me he has one in the back he’s been trying to build for a while but just hasn’t had the time. I’m gonna see if he can show it to me.” 

“Do you know what kind of car it is?” 

“No, but knowing my uncle it’ll probably be a muscle car like mine.”

“I can make you breakfast if you want, before you go?”  

“Only if you’re making some for yourself.” 

“Yeah, I think I will today. Kinda have to after what we just went through.” 

“You don’t have to tell me that.” 

I reached for his face with my hands, cupped it, and kissed him on the forehead. “Go and have a shower. I’ll get breakfast.” 

Aaron smiled, pecked me lightly on the lips, and headed off—naked—into the bathroom. His shoulders weren’t the only thing you could bite into. Everything about Aaron was firm and rigid, and yet his ass still had a little jiggle to it. Curious, but nice. 

I shook the thought away, slipped into my robe, and then headed downstairs into the kitchen to fix up a breakfast fit for an army. Steamy scrambled eggs, crispy bacon, granary toast and orange juice. The works. I didn’t normally cook as much, not for breakfast, but I had a little excess bacon and just loved making scrambled eggs. And I knew Aaron’s appetite had evolved into something monstrous since he had been gone. 

Aaron joined me at the table a little later, after having changed into a pair of dark jeans, a grey shirt, and his leather jacket. I watched, wide eyed, as he wolfed down a number of rashers of bacon and a healthy serving of scrambled eggs all in silence. Meanwhile, I filled my plate with what was left; two rashers of bacon, a handful of scrambled eggs, and all four slices of granary toast. Didn’t he like toast?

When he was done Aaron stood up, wiped his mouth on a kitchen napkin, kissed me lightly on the lips and stole half a rasher of my bacon before heading for the door with a cheeky smile on his face. 

“You’ll pay for that,” I said.

“Oh I know I will,” he said from the door. 

The sound of his voice made me shudder with delight. Pay with interest, I thought.

“I’ll catch you later,” he said, “Tonight, maybe?” 

“Tonight, yeah,” I said, smiling.

Aaron nodded and made his exit, and then I finished off what was left of my breakfast before settling down to check my emails and social media. I had set up my laptop to receive electronic correspondence sent to the bookstore so that I could answer emails from home. They didn’t come often, but some folks enjoyed not having to actually come down to the shop to ask after a title they wanted. I also found it easier to make an order if I had all the information stored on a neat spreadsheet instead of scribbled down on snippets of paper scattered around the store. 

I was organized and efficient now, and I was sure the bookstore was benefiting from my close attention and care. Not that Eliza and I together ever did a bad job, but we distracted each other far too often. I loved her for it, though. I’ll never forget the great memories

A cold feather, running down my spine and arousing the skin around it, cut my thoughts short. My body stiffened and I took in a deep breath. Something was happening. I wasn’t sure what, or where the feeling was coming from, but somewhere—nearby—something was going on. The attic? No. My bedroom? 

I stood up, turned around, and stared at the opening to my bedroom. The window was open and light was flooding in from the outside. Nothing about the ambiance or the atmosphere inside my house felt suffocating as it had done before. 

Great, I thought, Just when I was starting to feel safe at home again. 

Only, I didn’t feel threatened. Whatever was going on wasn’t happening inside my house, and wasn’t a direct threat to me. That, at least, I took a little comfort in. So, barefoot, I made a tour of the house checking every nook and cranny, every door and window, until finally I came to the back door—unlocked it—and stepped outside. 

There, right in my back yard, I found the source of my unease. I had to put a hand to my mouth and search for the door frame to steady myself because the world was starting to spin. An entire half of my back yard was dying. The grass was drying and decaying. The tree which offered me shade from the sun, was shedding instead of growing. Fresh leaves falling off it in throes, and part of the bark seemed to be turning black, withering and dying. 

A cold easterly breeze was blowing, and on its back I could smell the rot and decay. And it made my stomach churn. 

Then I saw it. The culprit. The crow. It was sitting on the tree, perched on a withered limb. Smug. It cawed, and my body tensed at the sound. My breathing quickened. Fire started to burn inside my chest, warming me. Consuming me. 

Was this thing responsible for the deaths of the birds in town? Were they falling whenever it passed close to them? Was it a harbinger of death, or a reaper? I couldn’t tell. Not immediately. But as I readied my mind and soul to attack the thing with all of my might the bird cawed, and the sound gave me pause. 

In my mind’s eye, the bird’s caws were intelligent. Directed. I hadn’t noticed it yesterday, but I noticed it now. The crow took flight and landed at my feet, only a few yards away. Another caw, and this time I received the message. It was… apologizing. Caw. And it wanted me to follow it.

Right now.

Was history repeating itself? Months ago, a big Raven was appearing to me, warning me of impending danger and leading me toward the clues that helped me solve the mystery of Lily’s death. But the Raven wasn’t real. It was Lily’s ghost showing itself to me in the only way it could. I sometimes wondered whether the bird ever truly existed in the real world at all, or if I only ever saw it with my mind’s eye so vividly I believed it to be real.

But this bird was real. And if I concentrated enough and watched it with my mind’s eye—with my ethereal senses—I would see that it has an ethereal counterpart. A larger crow made almost entirely of shadow, with glowing yellow eyes poised at the front of its face instead of on its sides. A shadow bird. 

I had never before heard of such a thing, but I had heard that crows were often thought to be harbingers of death—and not reapers. Maybe its passing caused things to die. Weak things, like plants and animals. Maybe it wasn’t at all responsible for the death, and all it wanted to do was deliver a message. A message to me. 

But why me? 

Whatever it wanted, it had my attention now. So I got dressed as fast as I could and followed the bird wherever it wanted to take me, cautious to keep my eyes on it and reminded about the time I followed a bird right to the riverbank and then took a dip in the freezing cold water. This was all looking way too familiar, but I pressed on.

The bird flew ahead, and I followed on foot. It took me out of the suburbs, ten minutes or so, and then into a densely forested park. This was a public park, with a hiking trail that led up to the cliffs, but I hadn’t been inside of it very often; and I had never walked off the path, either. Not that I thought I would get lost if I did, but the path had been carefully carved out through the flattest parts of the forest. The rest of it was a jungle of dips and hills, of rocks and trees. 

The bird fluttered from tree to tree, seeming to wait whenever I fell behind and take off as I approached. Odd, sure. But unsettling, too. Because wherever it waited—wherever it stayed for more than a moment—the things it touched would begin to decay and wilt away. Healthy brown tree bark would turn black, leaves would go brown and fall to the ground, and wounds of sap would begin to leak.

Thump. 

I jumped and backed up as a large hunk of dead thing hit the ground not three feet from me. My heart skipped and bounced behind my ribcage as I approached, hands trembling, to investigate. It was an owl. An owl! I stared up into the trees to see where it had fallen from but couldn’t spot a nest. 

Thump-thump. 

Two more birds fell from the sky. They were falling. 

“Stop!” I yelled into the forest, hoping that the crow could hear me. “Stop it right now!” 

I didn’t care if it wasn’t its fault. I couldn’t bear to see what was happening here. Everything was dying, and for what? 

I stood up and searched for the bird, but I couldn’t find it in the trees. What did catch my eye, though, was a slight pillar of smoke rising into the air not far from where I was. I approached, careful not to move too quickly for fear of falling over and really hurting myself, and arrived at the foot of a cottage situated in the middle of a small clearing.

A clearing stained with the touch of death.

Thin white mist floated a few inches off the ground and retreated as I moved through it, step by step. The cottage was a small building. A single floor made of stone with box windows and a door on the long edge, and a chimney on the far end. The wooden roof had collapsed in some places, but otherwise seemed to be in good repair. And whatever vines had once smothered the cottage and hidden it from sight now lay dead around its feet, like a former owner killed over a property dispute.

Something about this was starting to feel familiar. Hadn’t I written about a dying forest before? Birds falling out of the sky, trees and grass, and plants dying? The story came from a dream, and in the story there were wolves. But I couldn’t remember if they had a part in my dream of if they were just an added touch of fiction on my part. 

The déjà vu was tough to ignore, but I shoved it to the back of my mind and called out. The chimney was smoking, and that meant someone was here.

“Hello?” I said. The woods took my voice and spread it far.

A second passed, then another, and another.

I called again. 

The door to the cottage creaked open, and for a moment I wasn’t sure what I was going to find on the other side. In my dream, and in the story, it was a tall, hooded figure with a skull for a face and bony fingers. In my dream, the thing I encountered in the woods was death incarnate; and it was about to try and kill me. Would death be waiting for me behind that door?

I shouldn’t have come here. Not alone. I should have waited for Frank and Damien, I should have asked Aaron to come. Damn my intrepidity! I was about to turn around when the door opened, but the cottage’s inner shadow and darkness swallowed whatever figure lay beyond the threshold. I watched, heart thumping in my ears. Lub-dub. Lub-dub. Then, as if manifested from the darkness itself, a dark woman stepped out of the cottage like a specter out of a tomb.

An instant passed, something fluttered nearby, and from the trees came the crow, rushing down from the skies to settle on the shoulders of the beauty wreathed in black. She was wearing an old fashioned black dress that came down to her feet and had a high neck line. Her skin was pale, but I noted a distinctly olive green hue to it. Her lips were full and red, her eyes dark and heavy with liner and shadow. But she seemed sunken, too pale, and the purple bags under her eyes gave away immense tiredness.  

Lub-dub—lub-dub—lub-dub!

I stared, perplexed, and swallowed. “W-who are you?” 

The lady in black curtsied and said “It iz an honor to finally meet ze red witch.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

“Do I know you?” I asked.

“Not yet,” she said, “And yet a part of you does.” 

“I don’t understand.”

“But you will.” 

She was French. I had spent enough time around the French to recognize the accent. And if her voice didn’t give her European heritage away, her olive skin surely did. Here was a girl who, tired as she was, was absolutely stunning. Her features were soft and sharp in all the right places, eyes piercing and intelligent, and her lips full and pouty. 

I was drawn, pulled in like a fly to a trap.

With a simple wave of her hand she broke me away from my own thoughts and urged me into the cottage she had been living in. The inside was quaint and cozy, but by no means comfortable. Broken furniture was strewn about the place, tables and chairs lost to the ravages of time, and no bed to speak of. I wondered how she was living here at all, if you could even call it living.

At least there was a fireplace for the cold, and the cottage was warmer for it.

We stared at each other from atop the remains of an old, crooked table. It had lost one of its legs and lay dilapidated on its side like, the corpse of a soldier left on a battlefield. Neither of us said a word until, finally, I found the right thing to say.

“I know you,” I said, from the part of me that acted without thinking.

“As I know you,” said the French girl.

“How do we know each other?” 

“Through our dreams. You have dreamt about me, oui?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

“And I have dreamt about you. The red witch. The purifying flame that fights the darkness.”

“I don’t know who you think I am but—”

“You are ze red witch,” she said, advancing. I jerked back a pace. “I will not hurt you,” she said.

“I’m sorry, I just don’t even know your name.”

“Collette.”

“Collette, thank you. My name is Amber.”

“Amber. A fitting name.”

I took a breath. A beat. “So, we have been dreaming about each other,” I said, “Fine. I’ll accept that. Now, could you tell me why you’re here and why your bird has been off killing things?”

Collette sighed and gestured to the only set of thatched chairs ready to sit on. I approached the seat and checked it for structural flaws by giving the backrest a good shake, but it seemed sturdy enough so I sat down. The French girl sat opposite me, displaying the pinnacle of ladylike manner in her posture; back straight, hands at her knees crossed over each other. Boarding school, probably. I straightened out my own back.

“From the top, please,” I said.

Collette nodded. “Very well,” she said. “I am a witch, like you.”

A new witch! Part of me hummed and beamed, excited, but I contained it. I nodded.

“A few months ago,” she continued, “I started having dreams about a red witch. She always appeared to me wearing a cloak—a red-hooded cloak—wreathed in fire. Ze red witch never spoke, but she was always my enemy; battling the darkness I was wreaking upon her land.”

“Sounds familiar,” I said. I could barely recall the dream I had, though I probably had it written down somewhere. What I did recall, though, was the story I had written. In it, I was powerless to fight the darkness, but I tried anyway. Also, I did own a red cloak. I hadn’t used it in a while, but it was there, in my attic, hanging on a rack.

“Indeed,” Collette said. “I could not believe I would ever do battle with another witch. I would never dream of being someone’s nemesis. And yet, we were enemies. Until I learned what ze dreams meant.”

“What did the dreams mean?” I asked.

“I was being told zat I would need your ‘elp.”

“It sounds to me like we were on opposite sides of the spectrum. Why would we suddenly help each other?”

“Because it was not me you were fighting.”

A gust of wind shrieked through the cracks in the building. The front door swung open and a barrage of dead leaves flew in. I snapped upright and with a wave of my hand willed for the door to close—and it did. The leaves settled, the fire continued to crackle, and Collette was left stunned.

“Zis is why I need your ‘elp,” she said, “Your sorceress magic is powerful, raw, and charged.”

Sorceress? “I guess. But I’m new to all this still.” A few months as a True Witch didn’t count for much. I knew that.

Collette took a deep breath and readjusted a strand of loose dark hair. “Do you know much about the realm beyond that which we see with our own eyes?”

“The Nether?” I asked.

“The Nether iz not truly a place. It iz a state of being for beings without a body. No. I speak of places. Realms which can be visited by those who know how to open ze doors.”

“What exactly are we talking about here?”

“I am talking about a place of pure darkness, where ze restless souls of the dead dwell. Waiting for their salvation. I am talking about ze Underworld.”

“As in the Greek Underworld?”

“Precisely.”

“I know what I’ve learned from books. Almost every religion known to man has a story to tell about the Underworld; a realm of the dead.”

“What if I told you zat some of them were true?”

I narrowed my eyes. “The past months since my transition from human to witch have taught me that nothing’s impossible, but I’ve never come across the real Underworld before.”

“It iz not a place one simply stumbles upon. There are gates and doorways, some natural, some man-made. When I became a witch a gate to ze Underworld opened before me and swallowed me whole.”

My fingers were starting to go cold. I wondered if the fire was out but it was still softly cracking in the corner of the room, so I rubbed my hands together. “And you survived?”

“I wandered the halls of the dead for days without food and subsisting only on whatever water I could find in ze cavernous underground, but ze Underworld changed me. I became infused with its power and emerged from a gate of my own creation, alive—yet changed.”

“Changed? How?” 

“I brought something back with me. A shadow, coiled around my âme—my soul. It was powerful. It knew many secrets and lent me its power, but it was greedy. Treacherous. And on the night of ze new moon it ripped itself from my body, took a piece of my soul, and left me to die.” 

Collette, I noticed, spoke with her hands and was a theatrical person at heart. Her facial expressions were flawless and she spoke with such passion, I was hooked. It was like watching a movie. I had to remind myself that it was real. 

“So… now what?” I asked.

“I am dying.”

The cold came again, but this time it went for my stomach and sat there like a block of ice. “Dying?”

Collette nodded. Her eyes started to glisten. “My shadow has been following me, ruining my sleep and stealing my essence. I grow weaker by the day. I cannot control my powers and I—”

“Is that why everything’s… dying?”

“Yes,” Collette said, “Ze bird, I was able to summon it but I cannot contain its aura and every use of my powers drains me further. I fear that before long, I will be dead—and my shadow will have what it wants.”

I didn’t care to ask “which is?” I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

Collette dropped her head and brought her hands to her face. Her private school composure broke before my eyes, and the woman sobbed silently. I stood up and approached, knelt before her, and took one of her hands, but she covered her face with the other. Her fingers were pale and cold. Delicate.

“I’m sorry this has happened to you,” I said. “And I’ll do whatever I can to help.”

I still didn’t know how any of this had anything to do with me, but I figured she needed my help somehow. She had been dreaming about me and I had been dreaming about her. I couldn’t argue with the strange cosmic binding going on between us. And despite having problems of my own to deal with, I couldn’t just turn her away.

Number one, if what she was saying was true, then it meant that there was some kind of Shadow creature out there planning to destroy my town—assuming the dream I had where everything died held true. Number two, she was dying—and that sucked. And number three, if I were to turn her down because I had other problems, I would go down in the history books as the biggest asshole on the planet. 

I had no choice. 

“Thank you,” said Collette. “From the bottom of my heart, thank you.”

I stood up, still with her hand in mine. Her palm was starting to warm. “Tell me what I can do, and I’ll do it.”

Collette stood and crossed toward the side of the room, slipping away from my grasp. She had a wheelie suitcase there full of her things. I watched her open one of the side zips and pull out a ruled A4 notepad which she flipped to a page filled with writing. She also had, in her hand, a talisman. It was a palm-sized silver locket with a fleur-de-lis on the front.

“There is a ritual,” she said, “That would draw the shadow out of its hiding place. I can then capture it and reintegrate it into my soul.”

She handed me the amulet and I ran my fingers over the flower pattern on the front. The thing wouldn’t open, though. “What’s this?” 

“Zis is my special amulet. It will ‘elp me concentrate and focus my magick.” 

“Aren’t you worried the shadow would just… get out again?” 

Collette shook her head and wiped the space under her eyes with the back of her hands. “I have spent weeks preparing a spiritual bulwark against the shadow’s energy. Once it is inside, I can close ze gates and keep it contained forever.”

“And… you’re sure?”

“I understand your hesitation,” she said, returning to her old composed self, “But I cannot fail. If I do, everyone loses. Zat is why I am sure of myself.”

I nodded. “Alright,” I said, “I’ll help you. I’ll get my coven and bring them out here in a few hours.”

“Non,” she said, “No. I need time to prepare. Tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow, then,” I said. I handed the locket back to her. “Only… before I go, could you do something about that bird of yours? I don’t want to see any more little creatures dying around here.”

Collette nodded. “Of course. And as soon as I am myself again I will do my best to repair whatever damage my power has caused here.”

“As witches, we’re blessed with the power of magick,” I said. “I learned the hard way that, in magick, there are some mistakes you just can’t fix and others that you’ll keep paying for the rest of your life.” 

“I am already paying for zis, Amber, I assure you.” 

I had no doubt of that, but something about her energy kept me on edge. I felt like a cat unsure whether to approach the stranger or keep my distance in case I needed to scatter. I didn’t think I was in any direct danger, but I didn’t know enough about Necromancers to decide with any certainty.

I wondered what Frank had to say about them.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

 

“Oh don’t get me started on those crazy sons-of-bitches,” said Frank. I knew he had an opinion. “Those bastards are shifty. Shiftyyyyy. Messing around with corpses in morgues, breaking into cemeteries, dabbling with the souls of people just trying to get some damned sleep. I tell you, if some asshole necromancer tries to fiddle with my corpse when I’m dead I’m gonna haunt the fuck out of him.

“What if he’s cute?” I asked.

“Then at least I’ll enjoy it, but I’m being serious here. We can’t trust necromancers.”

“I feel like I can trust her.”

“And why’s that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Let me tell you something. Both of you.” 

Damien was in the room too. We had met in the bookstore about two hours after my encounter with Collette. I had to open the shop up late, but no one had wandered into the store since I opened so I figured it would be a slow day. 

“We get our powers from the four quarters, but she gets her powers from down below. From the dark places.”

“And that somehow makes her less trustworthy?”

“Necromancers like to meddle, okay? She probably brought this on herself.”

“That’s not very kind of you,” Damien offered. 

“I’m not trying to be kind, I’m just trying to tell it like it is.”

“But you haven’t even met her yet.”

The words struck him, then. I could see it on his face and also taste it in a momentary flash of his aura. It smelt like the inside of a fresh book, and I could almost hear the books in the store calling out to him. Yelling at him. Don’t judge a book by its cover, they would say.

“Fine,” Frank said. “Where is this witch living?” 

“Out in the woods,” I said, “In a cottage.”

“What’s wrong with the B&B’s in town?”

“I don’t know, Frank. I didn’t ask her. What’s wrong with you today?”

Frank sighed. “Nothing,” he said, “I’m just having a bad day.”

“Alright, well, let’s put that stuff aside for now and concentrate. Are we going to help this girl or not?” 

“Yes,” Damien said. He didn’t hesitate. “We have to. She’s come to you for help. If we turn her away then we aren’t honoring the creed of the pentacle.”

“Plus,” I said, “We don’t have a real reason to turn her away other than… she’s different. And I’m not about to start doing that now.”

“Look,” Frank said, “We’re going to help her. We were always going to help. I’m just struggling to figure out what to make of the situation before rushing into it like blind fucking cavalry.”

“So, then, we need data,” I said. “Let’s hit the books. I’m sure there’s something in the back that can help.”

I tossed the key to Frank and he didn’t waste a second in heading to the back room and pulling out James’ special box of secret books. There was always something useful in there, and although I hadn’t ever read a mention about the real Underworld in any of those books, I also hadn’t read them all. But when I turned away from the door to the back room I came face to face with Damien, and my insides somersaulted.

We hadn’t spent much time alone since I found out about Natalie. I hadn’t asked him about her and he hadn’t offered, but I had it understood that she and him were still an item—and it was as if our relationship had never existed. Well, I guess that was fair enough considering the turn my own romantic life had taken. 

Aaron.

“Hi,” I said. 

“Hi,” Damien said. 

“Crazy day, huh?” 

“For you, maybe. For me, it’s just Wednesday.”

“Well aren’t we just a bag of joy today. Something up?” 

“Nothing,” he said, “It’s nothing. Really.”

That was it. The conversation hung, and awkwardness returned. I couldn’t understand what had just happened. Wasn’t I being nice? Was I not being conversational and—dare I say it—even playful? I had no idea what Damien’s deal was, but that was about as much effort as I wanted to expend on him, so I let the conversation sink into the gutter.

Lucky for me, Frank returned only moments later—his head stuck in a dusty old brown tome. 

“I’ve found something,” Frank said, in a kind of hurried tone. “But I need to dig into it.”

“What? What have you found?” I asked.

“I can’t say right now. Give me an hour. Maybe two. I can take this book, right?” 

He was already out the door before I could reply.

“Well,” said Damien, “I guess that’s my cue too.”

“If you want. We’re pretty much done here,” I said.

“Yeah… I guess we are.”

Damien turned and left. It wasn’t until I heard the bell jingle as he left the store that I acknowledged the words he’d used, the pause between words, and his general tone. What in the world was that all about? 

Whatever.

I had more important things to deal with right now, like preparing my ritual bag and—oh!—buying groceries for Collette! I hadn’t noticed much in the way of food or anything comfortable in her little banged up cottage and felt bad for her. I really had no idea what she had been subsisting on. Leaves? Foliage? She didn’t strike me as a hunter of animals. 

Maybe it was magick? 

But, then, I didn’t think necromancers could make things grow—only die. So I was almost certain she wasn’t eating freshly ripened tomatoes and oranges out there. How did she even get all the way here from France, anyhow? 

These questions assaulted me throughout the course of the afternoon, and after closing I headed down to the Express on Houston Boulevard and filled a hand basket with whatever I thought a nomad—slash—hermit would need, accounting of course for her lack of kitchen appliances and electricity. 

Bottled water, deodorant, healthy power bars, multi-vitamins, cans of tuna, sweetcorn, and cans of olives stuffed with anchovies. Oh, and a can opener. I figured she would need one of those. And plastic bowls, forks, knives. I had no idea how long she would be staying in the cabin for. Maybe after this whole mess of hers was over she could go back home, or stay here. I didn’t know what her plan was. But I bought as much as I could comfortably carry for her because, well, if I went off to a foreign land with nothing and no one I could only hope someone would do this for me. 

I guess I was paying it forward.

I got home a little after eight thanks to my shopping trip. The house was dark and quiet and smelt vaguely of wet grass and flowers. I thought, maybe, that my back garden had somehow come back to life, but as I toured the back yard the hard truth hit me like a shot to the gut. It was still dead, just like those poor swallows. 

I would need to take some time during the weekend to fix it all up, but I had no idea where to start. The internet would help, of course. Or maybe I should do the normal person thing and go to the gardening store for some advice. Ed Northman was a sage around here when it came to plants, flowers and gardens. He taught me what I needed to know to grow my own little garden in preparation for Ostara after all, even if he didn’t know the first thing about pagan seasonal celebrations. But I wondered how he would react to seeing half a backyard of dead foliage. 

How could I explain that one off?

And what was I really dealing with here? What kind of power did Collette have that she was able to… kill things like that? Frank could be right about her. Not only would I never hear the end of it if he was right, but if it turned out that we couldn’t trust her we would have to deal with her; and that didn’t sit too well with me. I didn’t want to hurt her or even think about fighting with her.

She hadn’t said or done anything to suggest that her intentions were anything but pure. Collette was like a sparrow with a clipped wing, in my eyes, at first. But maybe, now, she looked more like a vulture. Do we help it, or do we leave it? Vultures don’t normally attack humans, but they do sometimes feed on the wounded or the sick. Does her power do the same? Does it feed off lesser—or sick—beings? 

Dammit!

I hated going back and forth in my mind about things. I shut the thoughts out and headed back into my house to fill a hold-all bag with the stuff I had bought for the necromancer. Then I stepped into the attic, collected the candles I would need—white, green, red and even black—picked up a handful of stones to help ward against negativity, a series of colorful bracelets, and a bunch of herbs and incense. Then I stuffed everything into my black backpack and brought it downstairs, at which point I went into my closet again and pulled out a box full of dream diaries to look through.

Hardbacks, paperbacks, some red and black, others green and blue, some ringed, and others not; the box was a veritable treasure trove of short stories and memories of mine. I always enjoyed jotting my dreams and thoughts down—even the unpleasant ones—and now here they were, staring me in the face. Calling me from across the reach of time, each page wanting nothing more than to pull me into its embrace and have me re-live whatever memory it guarded. 

Even the unpleasant ones.

It didn’t take me long to find the book where I had written down the dream I had about Collette. Reading it now, after everything I had learnt, I wondered if the dream was only a coincidence or a premonition. But I don’t believe in coincidences, so the truth soon became obvious. I had been told about Collette’s coming. From where I got the information, I didn’t know. A spirit guide? I also didn’t know to what end I had been given the information, but one thing was certain: I had written down my dream about the necromancer and the wolves, and to a degree that dream was coming true. 

What other future event had my dreams told me about? 

The doorbell rang, and I snapped back into the real world hard. Any harder and I would have gotten whiplash! I stood up, crossed toward the door, and checked the peephole before opening the door to Aaron. There he was, standing tall in a pair of navy blue jeans, a grey Ramones shirt and a biker jacket. 

Not a simple leather jacket, either. This one had studs.

“Hey,” I said, sliding my hand up the side of the door and playing with the doorknob. 

“I’ve got pizza and a bunch of movies to watch,” he said.

“Good, because I’m starving.” 

Frank. 

Damien. 

Magick.

Collette. 

It could all wait a few hours.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

 

Aaron had finished the entire pizza by the time I was done with my third slice. Lucky for me it was more than I needed. But his ability to put food away and seem to have three percent body fat amazed me. 

“Do you always eat like that, now?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said. “Why, does it bother you? I can slow it down.”

“No, no. It’s just amazing. I’ve never seen anyone eat like that before.”

“I never used to. I always ate plenty, but never this much or this quick.”

“I remember. I guess this is a part of the new you, now?” 

“I guess so. Everything’s… more intense with me now.”

“Yeah, I’ve noticed.” My cheeks were burning. I turned my head to the side to avoid his eyes and smiled. 

“Do you like it?” 

“Why wouldn’t I?” I asked, returning my eyes to him. 

“I don’t know.”

I took his hand. “This is you. Of course I like it.”

Aaron smiled. I noticed a stray patch of sauce on the side of his lip so—ever the person to want to do things the hard way—I stood up, inched toward his face with my own, and licked the sauce away. 

Aaron’s hands wrapped around my hips and pulled me down to straddle his thighs. “I love it when you do stuff like that,” he said.

“Like what?” 

“Don’t play coy. You know what you do to me.”

“Maybe I do.”

“So then?” 

“Maybe I also like playing coy.”

“Well played…”

I smiled, kissed, and pressed my lips against his; and Aaron reciprocated, plunging his hands into my copper hair and wrapping them around my head and neck. Our mouths danced and I found myself swaying against his body. Grinding. But I stopped myself.

“No, no,” I said, pulling away.

“Why?” 

“Because.”

“Playing games with me again?”

“Believe me,” I said, pulling my face away from his, “I want you just as bad. But we should talk, at least for a little while.” 

“I didn’t say we couldn’t.” 

“No, but if we start this now I just know we’re going to be at it all night.”

“That good, huh?” 

“Don’t push it,” I warned. “I just don’t want to give you the wrong impression.”

“And what impression is that.”

“That I don’t want to talk to you. That this is all you’re good for.”

“I don’t feel that way about you.” 

I smiled. “And how do you feel?” 

Aaron hesitated for a moment. I sensed that he was looking for the right words. I wanted to peer into his aura, but I was doing my best to numb my sixth sense around him. I didn’t mind reading other people’s auras, but doing it to Aaron felt too much like a violation. 

“Intimate,” Aaron said. 

“I like that word,” I said.

“I do too.” I brushed my hand against his cheek and smiled, but Aaron winced. 

“Ow,” he said. 

“Woah, are you okay?” I pulled my hand away from him and noted the red mark on his face. “Aaron…”

Aaron touched his cheek. It was warm and red, but I didn’t see any wounds I could have touched by accident. 

“What just happened?” I asked.

Aaron took my hands and took a deep whiff. “I smell silver on your hands.” 

“But I—” Collette. The locket. But that was hours ago! “You can smell that?” 

The red mark on Aaron’s face disappeared. “Yeah,” he said. “I’ve gotta be careful with silver.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”

“You couldn’t have.”

I stood up and breathed deep, then I sailed around the room toward the sofa and sat down. Aaron followed and sat down next to me. He patted his thighs and I raised my feet so that he could take off my shoes and rub them. 

“So,” I said, “I want you to tell me everything you couldn’t tell me over the phone.” 

“Everything?” 

“Everything.”

“Where do I start?” 

“Well… what’s your dad like?”

“My dad,” said Aaron, pausing to think, “He’s not like me at all. He served in the war, has all that discipline and hard teaching thing to him.”

“Oh, really? What war?” 

“Korea.” 

“Korea? Wait, wasn’t that… how old is your dad?”

“He’s never told me,” said Aaron, “But he’s old.”

“That’s… but, hang on. How is that even possible? You showed me a picture of him and he looked—”

“Like he’s my older brother? I know.”

“Holy shit. Why is—I mean, how is—is it because he’s a werewolf?”

“This body comes with perks.” 

“Okay, hold on. Let me get this straight. Are you saying that you and your dad are immortal?” 

“God no. Nothing like that.” 

“Something like that.”

“No. We’re just… our bodies are more durable. I don’t know how to explain it, but it isn’t magic. That much I know.”

“So, you’re not quite immortal, but something like that.”

“Something like that.”

“But, then, that means that you’re going to out-live me.”

A wave of fear washed out Aaron’s face. I saw the light in his eyes fade away when he realized that he hadn’t considered what I had just said until this very moment. If Aaron would out-live me, where did that leave our future? I shook away the thought. It wasn’t important right now. Only that it was, but I was trying to hide the disappointment.

“Amber, I—”

“Hey, let’s not think about that right now okay?” I said, smiling. “Why don’t you go ahead and show me something you can do?”

“What do you mean?” 

“Well… that night, up in the mountains, you watched me set a room on fire with my mind.” 

Aaron clenched his jaw tight at the memory of what happened that night. He had told me he wasn’t proud about what he did. All that death. “And you watched me—”

“Save my life,” I said, interrupting. “That’s all that matters to me. To anyone. Those men were going to do something terrible to me, and to be fair, they did shoot you first.”

Aaron smiled. “Yeah… so, what do you want me to show you?” 

“I don’t know. Anything. Turn into a wolf!” 

“Now? Here?”

“Why? Can’t you?” 

“No, I can, I just… it’s a little cramped.”

He can turn into a wolf. How awesome is that?

“Later, then,” I said. “We can go outside later. For now, tell me more. How is Jackal?”

“Jackal?” 

“Your cousin, right? You told me about him on the phone.”

Aaron had met a bunch of family he didn’t even know about on his trip to Washington State. Turned out his dad wasn’t the only lycanthrope in the family. His great-great grandfather was a werewolf, and he had many—many—kids. Aaron’s dad was a werewolf, but so were a number of Aaron’s distant family. 

“Jackal is a girl.” 

“A girl?” I asked.

“Yeah… I thought you knew that.” 

“No,” I said, folding my arms. “I always thought Jackal was a guy. You kept on telling me how you guys would beat each other up for hours to get tougher. I didn’t think that was the kind of thing a girl would do.” 

Oh Gods. Beating each other up for hours. Sweaty, barely clothed, intimate. I felt like such an idiot!

“I’m sorry,” Aaron said, “I should have cleared it up.”

“No, it’s okay, I just… I didn’t ask.”

“Does it bother you?” 

“No.”

“Good. It shouldn’t. You’re the only person I want, Amber. You need to believe me. Nothing happened between me and Jackal. I wasn’t lying when I said there had been nobody else since you.” 

Meanwhile, I had been sleeping with Damien. Didn’t I just feel like a jackass?

“You’re right,” I said, “I’m really sorry.” I sat up and scooched over to him. “Let me make it up to you.” 

Aaron smiled. “There’s nothing to make up,” he said. 

I went in for his neck and kissed the space beneath his earlobe, drinking in his scent. He didn’t wear cologne, but something about the way he smelt was just… it drew me in. “Did you pass?” I asked.

“What?” Aaron said.

I continued to kiss him, hands now slipping under his shirt and into his chest—over the rigid surface of his abdomen. “Did you pass your father’s tests?” 

“I did,” he said, “My father is proud of me.” 

“Good,” I said. “Because I have a test for you too.” 

“Oh?” Aaron arched his neck and I ran my tongue along his jugular. 

“Mhm. I want you to make me scream tonight. Think you can do that?” 

I was losing myself. With every touch, every breath, every taste, I was falling more and more under a strange, lust-inducing spell. He wasn’t even doing anything! My body was going crazy just by my touching him. My skin electrified, my heart thumping so hard I could feel it in my toes. 

“I think I can do that,” he said.

I hopped off the couch and ran to the bedroom before he could get up, but I wasn’t waiting long. Aaron followed me in, slipping his shirt over his muscular body and tossing it on the ground before sliding onto the bed and arching over me. I couldn’t believe how big he had gotten, but I wasn’t about to question it. 

No need to spoil a good thing with talk.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

 

Aaron didn’t hear me get up the next morning. I had prepared my bags the night before, so all I had to do was slip out of bed, get changed, tie my hair up and head on outside—a feat I managed in ten minutes flat. Then, after collecting the duffel bag and my backpack and setting them on the floor by the front door to the house, I approached Aaron’s sleeping body and sat down next to him on the bed.

“Aaron,” I said, kissing him lightly on the forehead. 

His eyes sprang open, awake. I saw his pupils expand and shrink as he rid himself of lethargy in an instant. “Hey,” he said, “What time is it? Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, “I just wanted to tell you that I’m heading out.” 

“Work?” 

I shook my head. “No, witchy stuff. I don’t want you to worry, though, so that’s why I’m telling you.” 

“I always worry.” 

“I know you do.” I kissed him again, caressed his jaw, and smiled. “You sleep in. I’ll be back soon.” 

Aaron snatched my neck before I could leave and pulled me down to his lips. We kissed, and warm tingles shot through me. I wanted to stay, but I had a job to do and someone was counting on me. She may have been a stranger, but she needed my help. 

By 07:00 I had picked Frank and Damien up from their houses and was driving them up into the woods. The drive gave us all a chance to wake up and prepare ourselves mentally for what lay ahead. None of us knew what we were getting into. 

Except, of course, Frank.

“Cenotes,” Frank said. 

I glanced at Frank’s image in the rearview. Damien cocked his head. 

“Whatnotes?” I asked.

“That’s what the Aztecs called portals into the Underworld. According to what I’ve read, they were little pools of black water said to connect the realm of the living to the realm of the dead.”

“Link? How?”

“That depends. If the pool was big enough for you to get into, supposedly you could enter the Underworld itself. I’m thinking the witches of the time used the pools to siphon the power of the realm instead of actually going into it.”

“Some people did, though,” said Damien. “What about the story of Orpheus?”

“Maybe it was true, in whole or in part.” Frank said. “I have a feeling we could learn a lot about the underworld just by studying what the different cultures of the world have said about it.” 

“You aren’t saying that all of it is true, are you?” I asked.

“Not all of it,” Frank said, “But even a broken clock is right twice a day. There’s gotta be plenty of truth in here for us to dig up.”

“If we’re interested in the Underworld. Which we aren’t,” I said. 

“Speak for yourself. I’m going to devour every morsel I can find like I was blindfolded at a sausage eating contest.”

“Graphic. I thought you said you couldn’t trust necromancers?”

“You can’t. They’re shifty. They’ve had to do all sorts of messed up things to get their powers.”

“Can you give me an example?” Damien asked.

“I can’t,” Frank said, grinning at his own reflection in the rearview. “But we’re about to meet someone who knows firsthand. Maybe we should ask her?” 

We pulled up to a dirt path that led us deeper into the woods, and when I started to recognize the landscape I stopped the car and we stepped out. The air was cold and damp in the woods. Grey clouds had descended and a thin layer of mist was creeping a foot or so above the ground. I found the gloomy weather to be a little odd given the sunny streak we had had. But I didn’t think much of it.

“I hate the woods,” said Frank. “I keep stepping on jagged rocks. The woods were better when they were covered in snow. At least that was smooth.” 

“Schh,” I said, “There it is.” 

Vertical streaks of the decrepit old cottage poked through the mess of trees in the distance. Black smoke was puffing out of the chimney, and from here the house seemed smaller and more run down. Maybe it was the angle, or the gloom—or the mist. 

“That’s where she lives?” Damien asked. “That cottage doesn’t look like its seen use in years.” 
“Decades, I think,” I said. “C’mon.” 

I approached, and with each step I took my heart began to skip in my chest. The reality of the situation was starting to dawn on me, and for a moment I had forgotten about the dead birds and Collette’s shadow. It was like I was finding out about everything all over again, relearning the fate this poor woman was facing.

“Collette?” I said, once I was at the door. “Are you in there?”

“Yes,” she said from the other side of the door, “Come in, please.”

I turned to Frank and Damien, nodded, and stepped through the croaky old door. The first thing that struck me was just how clean the interior was. The broken old tables and chairs had been moved aside to make room for a large ritual circle made with… salt? Five black candles had been placed at each point of the five point star, around the circle—outside of it—and each was already lit. The second thing that struck me was the cold. I could see my breath in front of my face, leaving my mouth in steamy clouds.  

And then there was the fireplace.

I caught Collette, wrapped in a black knitted cardigan, kneeling before the hearth and throwing a log into the fire. But the fire wasn’t warm and yellow; it was cold and blue. Pale. Instead of giving off heat, it stole heat. A leech. There was the source of the cold. 

Frank and Damien felt the cold too, but they didn’t mention it. 

“Collette?” I said, “Are you okay?” 

“Yes, thank you. Excuse the fire, I know it is cold, but it is necessary. And please don’t break the ring of salt.” 

I checked my footing and stepped away from the salt, just in case. “Here,” I said, dropping the duffel bag on the side of the room “I brought you some stuff I thought you might need. This is Damien and Frank—my brothers in magick.”

Collette stood, glided over with her long black dress, and shook each of their hands. “Enchante,” she said.  

“Likewise,” said Frank. Damien remained silent.

“I trust Amber has spoken highly of me?” 

“She did, and I have questions.” 

“Of course?” 

“So, you’re a necromancer.”

“Oui.” 

“How is it you got your powers?” 

Collette smiled. “I see you have heard ze stories?” 

“I may have.” 

“I can assure you that no one had to die for me to gain the power of the Underworld. I am a witch, just like you, only I was forced to spend several days in the Underworld alone. I needed to use the magick within the dead realm in order to get out.” Collette looked at me. “I believe zis is the reason why my shadow escaped. I was never meant to be a necromancer.” 

“Well… that sucks,” said Frank.

“Here,” I said. I brought a bottle of water and a bag of grapes to Collette. Red grapes. “I thought you’d be hungry. And there’s more where that came from, too.”  

“Merci,” she said, “You did not have to do that for me, but it iz nice to be able to eat real food again. As soon as ze ritual is complete, I will eat.” 

I nodded. “Please, you would have done the same. Now… this ritual.” 

“Yes,” she said, standing again, “I have prepared a ritual that will tease my shadow out of the Underworld long enough for me to capture it, but I am too weak to summon the shadow alone. Its power is too great. This is why I need you and your coven to ‘elp me.” 

“Alright,” I said, sitting down with my legs crossed at the edge of the ring of salt. “Let’s pull that sucker out and catch it. I feel like a ghost buster.” 

“This should be interesting,” said Frank, who also sat down. 

Damien sat too, but he still hadn’t said a word. I caught him staring at Collette at times, eyes tracing the shape of her neck and jaw. I frowned. Why wasn’t he speaking? Was he taken by her? I guess I couldn’t blame him. Collette was an absolute beauty. And I shouldn’t be jealous, but what about Natalie? Weren’t they still together? 

“I will begin the incantation,” said Collette. “Amber, you will follow me, then Damien, then Frank. We will repeat the phrase three times, then three times again, and a Cenote will open.”  

“A Cenote will open… here?” I asked, pointing at the ring of salt. The circle was easily as big as a hot tub, but there wasn’t any water beneath it—only cracked stone and dirt.

Still, Collette nodded, sure of herself, and we began.

Collette recited her incantation in the language of the True Witch; an old language completely different to any other language on the planet, but also familiar to every last one of them. 

We spoke in rhyme, the four of us, and as we reached the third repetition of the incantation, I noticed the ambient light streaking through the damaged and broken windows starting to dim. It was as if a thick cloud had sailed over the sun and blocked its light. 

We spoke the verse a fourth time and I noted the stone in the ring of salt starting to darken. My heart started to race again as the temperature around me plummeted. My eyes darted about the room as shadows became more prominent and seemed to dance against the pale blue light coming off the fireplace. 

Then a bubble of water broke through the stone in the ground, and another, and another. Soon, black water was spilling out into the stone around it, slipping through every nook crevice spreading outward from the center. It was as if we had been drilling and struck a patch of oil! But when the water reached the ring of salt it stopped, and that’s when a circle started to form. 

With every word we spoke, Collette’s pale skin became more vibrant. More alive. The purple bags beneath her eyes disappeared and her cheeks grew red and warm. Was she gaining strength from the Cenote forming on the ground at our feet? It didn’t make sense! Everything I had known about the Underworld so far suggested that it stole life rather than gave it. And here she was, looking healthier by the second. 

Before I knew it we had stopped speaking, and before us was a silent, undisturbed pool of inky black water. I leaned toward it to catch my reflection in it, but Collette pulled me back. “No,” she said, “You must be careful. The water is deceiving and hungry. It will try to take you in.” 

“That doesn’t sound like fun,” said Frank.

“Quiet. I must draw the shadow out.” 

I watched, silent as the grave, for any signs of movement on the surface of the little black pool but there was none. In fact, the water was much like a slate of obsidian; it was shiny and never moved, but it also didn’t reflect; and that was creepy as all hell. 

Collette extended her hand over the black circle and with one swift movement drew a blade from behind her back with which to cut her palm. Blood trickled from the wound into the pool and I watched the ripples form, mesmerized by the movement.

“It comes,” said Collette, “It comes.”

Almost in unison, Damien, Frank and I stared into the deep, black puddle, anxious about what was about to happen next. My head started to feel like a lead weight, the pool like a magnet. I fought hard to stop myself from straying too close, but I wanted to know if the pool truly was incapable of reflecting light—like a true black hole. And what would happen if I were to touch it?

No. I couldn’t touch it. I shook the thought from my head as one would an old rug to rid it of dust and brought my mind back to center. Focus, Amber, I thought. And I did. My body, still tensed, was alert now instead of just nervous. But the nerves hadn’t left. Not completely.

What exactly was coming? What was I going to see crawling out of that still pool of black water? A shadow, manifested into solid form? Would it look like a man or a woman? Or would it resemble some kind of dead beast? Maybe it would look more like the aspect of the grim reaper I saw in my dream; that cloaked, bony figure depicted throughout history as the specter of death. I held onto the amulet tightly. So much so that I could feel my heart beating against the silver locket. I was ready. My body was buzzing, pulsing with energy and adrenaline, and a healthy dose of fear. 

My heart began to race as I focused my gaze on the pond. Everyone was silent as a morgue, waiting for something we all secretly thought was never going to come. Time seemed to stretch on and on, the moment we were in suddenly seeming as infinite as all of time itself. This must be what it’s like to be inside a black hole, I thought randomly. But then… movement. A tiny ripple in the pond, as if a droplet of water had fallen in.

Then, from out of the black, two hands reached out and groped for Collette. I screamed, horrified and paralyzed, as they wrapped around the startled Necromancer’s neck… and pulled her under.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

 

“Get her out!” I screamed. 

The thing that came out of the pool of black water reeked of old clothes and stale bread. Its hands were made of shadow and almost featureless save for the distinct shape of five fingers. And the sound that came out of that hole, sound that seemed to come from it, was like cats wailing and howling into the night sky. 

Frank and Damien reached for Collette’s arms and pulled. She was submerged all the way to her shoulders, and she was struggling with the thing that had come for her. The black water bubbled and splashed as Collette fought to break free, but even with Damien and Frank’s help, it was impossible.

I stood upright. “Stand back,” I said. The Power came to me in one sharp jolt, and with a gesture of my hands I yanked Collette out of the water so hard her back hit the ceiling. But something—someone—was attached to her! The thing turned its neck to look at me and I saw its face, sunken, ash gray and angry. But the angry expression didn’t get me almost as much as the fact that it was an exact physical clone of Collette down to the black knitted cardigan!

“What the fuck is that!” said Damien. 

“Let her go!” I screamed, but the creature ignored me. And as Collette’s thrashing and flailing started to slow, I knew she was losing the fight. 

I imagined myself pushing Collette harder against the ceiling with invisible hands while also grabbing the entity in whatever way I could and pulling them apart. It was working! But the entity was strong, and its grip was tight. I didn’t know what it was trying to do to her, but it shrieked when my magick overpowered it and forced it to relinquish its hold on Collette. 

To the pool it went, splashing down into the black water and disappearing from sight. The water rippled for a moment, but immediately stilled once more. Careful, I lowered Collette from the ceiling and into Damien’s waiting arms. Her skin was pale again and she seemed to have lost consciousness. But the gate persisted beyond her concentration; still and silent, but open. 

“What… the fuck,” said Frank, panting. 

“I don’t know,” I said.

“How is she?” Frank asked Damien. 

“Hurt,” he said, “Her breathing is shallow. Is there a bed around here we can lay her down on?” 

“In there,” I said, pointing at a door to a different room. It was ajar, and beyond it I could see the makings of a bed. “Frank, kill that fire, will you?”

Damien and I took Collette into the side room while Frank tossed dirt into the hearth and stood watch by the cenote. It wasn’t moving, but then neither was Collette—and that was more worrying. 

“Do you think she’s—”

“Dead? No, I don’t think so,” I said. “But I also don’t think she’ll be waking up anytime soon. What about you?”

“What about me?” 

“You seemed strange out there. I hadn’t heard a peep from you.”

“Yeah…” Damien trailed off, his eyes never leaving Collette’s unconscious face.
“So?”

Damien turned his head to look at me. “I saw… I don’t know.”

“What is it?”

“I thought, when I saw Collette the first time, I thought maybe someone was standing behind her.”

“What do you mean?” 

“I don’t know.”

“You do know, you just don’t want to tell me. Damien, this isn’t the time for secrets and hesitation. Tell me.”

Damien pressed his lips together. “I don’t know what I saw, Amber.”

Collette awoke with a gasp, hacking violently and grasping her chest. I thought she was having a seizure! 

“Roll her on her side!” I said, and Damien acted without sparing a second thought. 

Collette coughed in a terrible, heaving fit, though she was on her side and my fear that she would choke to death were gone. But then a strange, odorless black liquid began to ooze out of her mouth along with her coughs. Blood followed. The floor was covered in the mixture of blood and black, now, but the coughing seemed to halt and Collette’s natural breathing returned.

 As did her consciousness.

“Collette,” I said, at her side, “Can you hear me?” 

She nodded, but she seemed weak now. Like she had aged ten years and hadn’t slept in as much time. Frank entered the room after having heard the sounds. 

“Je suis désolé,” she said, “Je ne voulais pas de cette—”

She was speaking in French. “You don’t have to be sorry,” I said, stroking her hair. “I know you didn’t mean for any of this to happen.”

Her eyes rolled into the back of her skull. She was slipping again.

“Shit. Frank, Damien, help me. She needs healing or she’s gonna die.” 

They rushed to my side, and the three of us placed a hand each on Collette’s body. Steady, rhythmic chanting of a healing incantation filled the room with magically induced warmth and positive energy, and we used that energy to channel our power into Collette and mend her internal injuries. None of us were doctors, and no amount of magickal healing can replace one, but with our power combined we were able to stabilize Collette and help her to sit up. 

I brought her a bottle of water for her to drink and clean her face and ears with, then waited for her to recover enough to speak.

“What happened out there?” I asked.

“It was ze shadow,” Collette said, “It was too strong for our magick. It did not want to leave ze Underworld.”

“What was it doing to you, is what I want to know.” Frank said. 

“It… was stealing my life force: or what’s left of it.”

“To what end?” 

“Mine.”

“How… how can it do that?” I asked.

“Ze shadow needs to steal energy to live and to use its powers, or it will die. Just like me.” 

“You’re going to die?” Damien asked.

“Oui, and much sooner than I thought.”

“Why is that?” I asked.

“Because every use of my magick drains me further. Even now I can feel myself slipping.”

My body went numb, and despite the cold fire being out I could feel the icy chills even harder than before. I was worried for Collette. I didn’t want her to die. “How long?” I asked.

“I cannot tell you, but one sing is clear—if I die, ze shadow will inhabit my corpse and become something altogether more powerful.”

“A lich,” Frank said.

“A what?” 

Collette nodded. 

“I’ll explain later,” Frank said, “For now we have to concentrate on figuring out another plan before time runs out. What are our options?” 

“I am afraid zere is only one,” said Collette. “Ze creature will not leave ze Underworld—”

“So we have to go to the Underworld after it,” I said.

I couldn’t believe the words came out of my mouth when I said them, but they made sense. The idea of ghosts and death gave me the creeps, but I had dealt with far worse things than ghosts before and that shadow thing didn’t scare me. I’m the red witch, dammit. Collette came to me because I was the only person she thought could help. 

My fate was sealed the moment our spell failed, and I was ready for it.

“I cannot ask you to risk your life in the Underworld,” said Collette, “Ze spell should have worked. I should have had control over ze shadow.”

She blamed herself. I could see it in her eyes. “Don’t do that,” I said, “You didn’t know how powerful it was going to be. I want to do this for you, Collette.”

“Well, like hell if you’re going to the Underworld alone,” said Frank. 

“And if you go, we all go,” Damien added. 

“Then it’s settled,” I said. “We’ll do this for you.”

Collette struggled to stand. Damien held her hand and Frank pulled her up by her shoulders. “You will not be alone,” she said. “I will go also.” 

A dizzying heat overcame me. “What? No! You can barely walk!”

“Please,” she said, “Ze magick of ze Underworld will sustain me. If I stay here I will die before you return. At least, zere, I stand a chance at survival.”

Having seen what I saw earlier, I couldn’t help but believe what she was saying. The moment that gate opened Collette’s face filled with life. I didn’t understand how, at the time, but I was starting to paint a picture in my mind of a witch who had somehow tricked the laws of magick into giving her energy from the Underworld instead of from the world of the living. 

I had to stop for a moment to consider the thoughts going through my head. A few days ago I didn’t even know this other realm existed; now I was standing only a few feet from a gate to the very place. 

“Fine,” I said, “But only if you’re sure.” 

Collette nodded. 

“Let’s do this, then,” said Frank, but Collette stopped him from continuing.

“No,” she said, “We can only enter the Underworld at midnight. The barrier between our worlds is weakest then. To cross at any other time is to invite harm to come to your body.”

“Midnight, then,” I said.

“Amber, there is one more thing,” she said. “Once inside, you will have only twelve hours to find ze shadow and leave ze Underworld.”

“Twelve hours?” Frank asked. “But, didn’t you say that you had survived in the Underworld for days?” 

“I did, but back zen I was whole. A big part of me, the part zat contains the majority of my magick, is gone.” 

I understood. “We can do it,” I said, “We can find this thing and stop it.” 

“We have no choice,” Damien said. “Otherwise…” 

He didn’t need to finish what he was about to say. We all understood. At least, now, we knew the risk. But we were all committed. A nod from Damien and Frank was all it took, and I was proud of them for it. Proud and thankful. For all that Collette believed in me, I didn’t think I would be able to do this on my own. 

The three of us together were strong enough to deal with this problem. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

 

At Collette’s request, we left the cottage so that she could rest. By the time we left the room the pool of black water was gone, the fire was out, and a still silence had fallen about the place giving an almost crypt-like feel. But the silence persisted even as the three of us left the cottage. None of us spoke about what we had seen or experienced. About what we were planning to do or the horrors we may encounter in an alien place. 

It was like something out of a horror novel. 

I drove Frank and Damien home and left them with instructions to be ready for me later on in the night, and then I made my own way home. By the time I got there, Aaron was waiting for me on the porch. Maybe he hadn’t left the house yet? I hadn’t been gone for as long as I had anticipated, after all. Collette’s shadow made sure our ritual ended abruptly. 

I stepped out of the car and Aaron lunged, grabbed me by the waist, and kissed me on the lips before I could speak. “Hi,” he said.

I went for his face with my hands but then I remembered that I had been handling the locket, so I stopped myself and rested my hands on his shoulders instead. “Hi yourself,” I said

Aaron paused. Did he just sniff me? “Are you okay?” he asked.

“Uh… yeah, I’m fine. Why?” 

“I don’t know. You just smell a little strange.”

“The fact that you just said that is strange.” 

“We’re both just a couple of weirdos, I guess.”

Oh, the irony. If only I could have told myself six months ago that Aaron and I would be weird together in a not too far off future. Would we have remained together? Would I have seen Aaron’s virtuous side clearly enough to want to stick it through? I couldn’t say. Maybe I needed to be with Damien for a while to truly appreciate Aaron and what he represented. But then, I wasn’t entirely sure what he represented. Stability? Loyalty? Protection? Care? A little of everything, I guess. 

“I guess we are,” I said.

“So, what do you want to do today?” 

“I don’t know.”

“Do you want to go out somewhere?” 

“Maybe.”

“Wait, aren’t you meant to be working?” 

“Not today.”

“So then let’s enjoy it. Let’s go out somewhere. Take a drive, find something to eat. Let’s not spend it indoors.” 

I didn’t fight him. We circled around the back of my car and headed towards Aaron’s 1970 Plymouth Road Runner, the car he had driven away in, which was parked against the curb. A slight trickle of adrenaline teased my slowed pulse as the thought of driving around in Aaron’s beast of a car manifested itself before me and became inevitability. I had never been driven around in it before. 

The day was still young—some folks still consider early afternoon to be young—so we drove around for a while, picked up a couple of subs and made our way to a quiet, elevated spot in the woods. There weren’t many outcroppings that overlooked Raven’s Glen, but some spots were particularly beautiful during the day. 

Like this one.

A sea of trees lay before us, each one melting into the other to create a mantle of green. The afternoon sun shone bright from on high, and the city beneath threw its rays around like a child plays with toys. I watched as a flight of birds sailed past in the sky and took a moment to thank the Horned God of the Sun, Helios, for this gorgeous change in the weather. 

We were sitting on the hood of Aaron’s car, listening to the birds and the sounds of the forest while we ate. Aaron had hooked my smartphone up to his car stereo via Bluetooth so that we could listen to my music for a while, so I searched for the right song and played it loud enough for us to hear. Moments, and Aaron was bobbing his head to Smells like Teen Spirit by Nirvana. But then the song ended, and Jack Off Jill’s brand of angry nineties rock music filled the car. 

Of all of the songs that could have played, it had to be My Cat. 

“What is this?” he asked.

“You don’t know Jack Off Jill, I take it?” 

“Not really.” 

“I don’t blame you. This music isn’t aimed at you.” 

“Who is it aimed at, then?” 

“People like me.” 

“What, women?” 

“Women, strong women. I love Jessicka Addams. She taught me how to stick my middle finger up at all those people who used to call me a freak, to keep my head high. I wish there were more people like her in the world.” 

Aaron pressed his lips together. “I’m sorry I contributed to that.”  

I reached for his hand. “It’s okay,” I said, “I didn’t mean you.” 

Silence fell. Well, it wasn’t exactly silence, not while Jack Off Jill was talking about pussy superstars. But the silence between Aaron and I was total, and seeing as though I didn’t want him to dwell on the many times he had called me a freak I started to sing along to a screamer about amazing cats.  

Aaron smiled, and then laughed. 

I took a bite out of my sub to shut myself up, but remained happy with what I had done. Aaron was smiling and that made me feel great. What made me feel better still was that Aaron was starting to grow fond of my music. I could see it in the steady sway of his neck, the tapping of his foot. This boy was musical and open to new kinds of music in his heart. He had just been conditioned to believe that self-expression was wrong by parents and friends. Maybe that’s why he was such an asshole to me in the past.

“So, I was thinking tonight,” he said, “We could maybe go out on that date?”

I choked down a half-chewed bite of my sub. “Ow. Tonight?” 

“Yeah, maybe we could go and watch a movie? I don’t know what’s on, but that’s how people date, right? Dinner and a movie?” 

I hadn’t forgotten my conversation with Aaron from the other day, when he said that he wanted to be seen with me in public, but I had pushed it to the back of my mind what with all this Collette business. I had a habit of pushing stuff back that wasn’t important and then forgetting to pull it out to front again. That needed to stop.

“I, um…” 

“We don’t have to,” 

“No,” I said, reaching for his hand. “I want to, only, maybe not tonight?”

“Plans?” 

“Sorta. But I would rather spend my night with you, if that makes you feel better.” 

“It’s cool. We can go out another day. What is it you’re up to?” 

Shit. Do I tell him or don’t I? Do I bring him into my web of magick and mystery or let him sit on the sidelines, completely unawares, just like Eliza and Evan and everyone else on this world that ever meant anything to me? It wasn’t an easy choice, and with every second that passed the chasm of awkwardness was growing wider and wider. 

I had to leap!

“Magick business,” I said, opening Pandora’s box.

“There’s something no one’s ever said to me before. Does this have anything to do with the dead birds?” he asked.

I nodded. 

“And your backyard?” 

Another nod. Aaron had heard about the dead birds. It was on the news, in fact. Natural changes in the atmosphere is what the authorities said, but I knew better now. And I had a suspicion before. But I wasn’t about to correct anyone. Better to let the people in town think the birds dying was a natural thing. 

Aaron took a deep breath, likely proud of his correct assessment of the situation. “So, since I already know half of the truth, why don’t you fill me in on the other half?” 

So I did, and Aaron remained hooked on my every word. He was like a child learning about dinosaurs for the first time, and the world became a little scarier for him after that day. He would never admit it, of course. Aaron? Scared? Never. But it was. Werewolf or not, all the brawn in the world couldn’t match up to the power of magick. 

“I don’t fully get what you’re saying,” Aaron said, “But then again, I can transform into a beast and a wolf, and you can set fires with your mind.” 

“So, you believe my story?” 

“Why would I think you would lie about something like this?” 

“I don’t know. Because it sounds crazy?” 

“It does, but this clearly matters to you. So it matters to me too. I want to help.” 

“No,” I said, “You can’t. I know this probably goes against every fiber of your being, but you can’t come with me tonight.” 

Aaron’s jaw clenched tightly. “I want to.” 

“I know you do,” I said, squeezing his hand, “But the Underworld is not a place for you. It feeds off life it doesn’t have and you’re… you’re life incarnate.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Look at you! You’re tall, strong, healthy, and in the prime of your life. But you’re not a witch, and for all I know, even stepping into the Underworld could kill you outright.”

“Or I may last longer in there than you will.” 

“Maybe, but I don’t gamble with anyone but myself. I won’t risk it. Besides, this is my business. You had yours already, remember?”

“Maybe, but what if you don’t make it back out?” 

I stared into Aaron’s eyes and smiled. “I will,” I said, “But until then, you don’t need to worry. I’ve got this.” 

Aaron didn’t respond. Maybe he was contemplating, like I was, the ridiculousness of what I had just said. I will? I said it like that was a promise I could keep. Like it was mine to give away. I had no idea what was waiting for me down there or even if I would make it back out. But I had to say it because, well, you just have to in a situation like this—don’t you?

Isn’t that what the hero says to the love interest before he—or she—embarks on a dangerous quest from which he may not return? Every hope for a safe return is there, but none is guaranteed. It’s never guaranteed. 

Aaron squeezed my hand and I squeezed it back twice, reassuring him that everything was going to be okay. It was a lie that only part of me believed, sure, but it was a small part; the part that spoke for insecurity and fear—that asshole. Squashing it would be a simple thing, trivial almost. All I had to do was take that little white lie with me to the Underworld tonight. 

And bury it there. 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

 

The next couple of hours whizzed past like the landscape outside of a moving car.  When our bellies were full we retreated to the comfort of my home and the darkness of my bedroom. We talked, there, in the dark, and the more we talked the sleepier we got. And for the first time since Aaron had returned, we spent a long while in a bed without tearing into each other. 

A hard knocking on the front door broke the spell that had kept my bedroom wrapped in darkness and silence, and I snapped up. I checked my phone. It was ten PM—which meant that this was Frank, come to whisk me away from this world and into an even darker and quieter place. But there would be no warm, comforting magick there; only the cold and the dead. 

I shot out of bed, slipped into a pair of skinny black jeans and crossed toward the front door, opened it, and Frank walked in. He was wearing a black turtleneck and, also, a pair of skinny black jeans. He eyed me up and down, but focused on the down. 

“Guess we both shop in the women’s section at GAP,” Frank said.

“Yeah, but I make them work better than you do.” 

“I know of at least three boys who would disagree with you there, honey.” He paused, scanned the room, and even sniffed the air. “You look like sex. Where is he?” 

“What? Who?” 

“Don’t play, witch. Now isn’t the time for games. I just want to say hi.” 

“Hi?” 

Frank tried to move past me toward the open door to my bedroom but I planted my hands on his chest and shot him an angry glare. “Hey,” I said, “Where do you think you’re going?” 

“Let me just see him?” he asked.

“He’s asleep!” I said in a harsh whisper. “Now be quiet, sit down, and let me make you some coffee.” 

Frank sat down at my kitchen table while I prepared the coffee maker. In truth, I needed a little coffee. We had woken up pretty early that morning and had already been through a lot. Now it was ten PM and I had no idea when my next appointment with my bed would be. 

Soon, I hoped.

“How are you?” I asked. I had my back propped up against the kitchen counter and my arms folded at my chest. 

“Fine, all things considered.”

I hadn’t noticed the backpack over his shoulder until now. “All packed?” I asked.

Frank nodded. “Only the essentials.”

“Which includes?” 

“Beeswax, as in none of ya.”

“Childish.”

“But effective.” 

When it was ready, I poured two steaming hot measures of coffee into two mugs, dropped two sugar cubes and circled a spoon inside each a few times, and then dribbled a little milk into them before handing one to Frank. He thanked me and we drank in silence for a minute or so. I could tell he was contemplating the same things I was. Would we succeed? Would Collette live or die? Would we even make it out alive? 

I pushed the thoughts to the back of my mind, as I often did, and bid them to stay there for the duration of the night. The thoughts were like vultures, ready to peck at my composure as soon as it showed signs of weakening, ready to tear holes in my mental fortitude until there was nothing left but a broken mess. 

Not today.

Suddenly, footsteps. Aaron. I clocked Frank with a look that would have said cool it if looks could talk, and placed my mug on the kitchen counter before rushing to intercept Aaron on his way out of the bedroom. I had forgotten that he wasn’t wearing any pants. Oh Gods. Why wasn’t he wearing any pants? He was wearing boxers, at least. Phew. 

Frank perked up like a dog at feeding time and glided across the room.

“Aaron, this is—”

“Well hello,” Frank said, cutting me off and thrusting his hand toward Aaron. “I’m Frank, which makes you Aaron.” 

Aaron didn’t seem bothered about being half-exposed in front of another man and smiled. “That’s right,” he said, “Frank. I’ve heard of you. Good things, only.” 

“Good, because I’ve heard of you too. Good and bad,” Frank said with a playful wink.  

“Bad? Care to let me know just what’s been said about me?” 

“No,” I said, interrupting. “He won’t. Frank? A word?” 

Frank nodded and Aaron excused himself to go put on some pants. 

It was hard to tell in the dark, but I got the impression that Aaron’s cheeks had begun to rosy up. Was he flattered? Embarrassed? Reaching out with my mind and tasting Aaron’s aura would have been handy right about now, but I had to keep my promise and decided to keep my mind’s eye shut. I hadn’t read Aaron’s aura since he came home and I wasn’t about to start now.  

Aaron disappeared and Frank smiled like a child in a candy store. “God dammit, witch,” he said, “Why couldn’t I land a guy like that?” 

“Maybe because you’re thin and creepy?” 

Frank feigned dismay by pulling his neck back and grimacing. “Oh, I would be hurt if someone else had said that to me—but coming from you it’s pretty hilarious.” 

“Well played.”

“He’s seriously pretty dreamy, though.” 

We crossed back into the kitchen and resumed sipping our coffees. “He is,” I said, “And he’s all mine.” 

“Yes, all yours. We know. Congratulations. Anyway, when were you going to tell me he was a werewolf?” 

I almost choked on my coffee. I hadn’t said that to anyone, least of all Frank. And with good reason, too! Frank would have wanted to touch and meddle and dissect, to figure out what made Aaron tick, what happened to the world around him when he shapeshifted, or to learn whether there’s truth in the rumor that a werewolf’s tail holds magick power. And all it took was one casual meeting of the two for Frank to figure it out. 

I should have known. 

“Under no circumstances can you repeat what you’ve just said,” I hissed. 

“I’m not going to. I’m just curious as to why you hadn’t told me. You must have known I would learn the truth eventually.” 

“Yes, well, I was hoping to avoid an awkward conversation.”

“Yes, awkward. I think we’re passed that, now.”

“Passed that?” 

“Amber,” his look turned grave, “I don’t have to remind you about the danger of—”

The bedroom door opened and Aaron stepped out, forcing Frank to shut up. Aaron navigated the awkwardness of the kitchen without sensing it—at least, that was my hope—and stood next to me by the counter. 

“Hi,” I said. 

Aaron smiled and wrapped a hand around my waist. “So Frank,” he said, “I assume you’re going to be going with Amber tonight?” 

“Going…?” 

I stared at the ground. “Its okay, Frank. He knows.” 

Frank pursed his lips. “Does he, now?” 

Aaron nodded.

“Well,” said Frank, finishing his coffee and crossing his long, lanky legs. “I’m sure whatever this crazy witch has said about me is mostly true.”

“She’s told me some things,” Aaron said. “I don’t understand a lot of them, though not for lack of her trying to explain things to me. I guess I’m just a simple guy.” 

“From what I’ve heard there’s little simple about you. But yes, I will be going with Amber tonight.” 

“To the… Underworld…” 

“That’s where we’re going.” 

“It sounds like a dangerous place,” Aaron said.

“And it is, if what I’ve learned about it is even half true. Do you know much about Greek mythology?”

“A little, but not much.” 

“Well, from what I’ve heard the stories are pretty accurate. It’ll be a dark, dank place where the dead go. It’ll be dangerous. Labyrinthine. Treacherous.” 

“So then you’ll keep my girl safe?” 

I looked up at Aaron and he looked back at me. I was starting to learn a lot about his facial expressions, like how his eyebrows would furl when worried, or how his jaw would clench when he was annoyed. They were mild emotions, but he put so much intensity into them. He wasn’t annoyed now, though, or worried. In fact, his face seemed somewhat plain; lips flat, eyes wide. I couldn’t read it. 

“Oh, trust me,” Frank said, “The red witch will have no trouble keeping herself safe. She’s feisty. I, on the other hand, may need some protection.” 

I smiled. I could feel my cheeks flushing. “C’mon,” I said, “You’ve been doing this way longer than I have.” 

“Yes, witch, but you’re different. You think things and they happen. Do you know how long it’s taken me to get good at what I do? Years. You’ve been at it for months and you can already compete for Gold in the Olympics.”

“Now you’re just being ridiculous, and I think that’s our cue to leave.” 

Frank shrugged and stood. Aaron didn’t know what to do with himself, but Frank helped. “I’ll leave you two a moment,” he said, and he grabbed his backpack and made for the front door.

I looked up at Aaron. My resolve had been rock solid, until now. My hands were starting to shake, pressure was building inside my throat and my eyes were starting to glisten. The vultures could come, for all I cared. 

“Let me help you with your stuff,” Aaron said.

“Really? You aren’t going to try and convince me to not go?” 

“I don’t want to. You’re a big girl. I have to let you do the things you need to do.” 

I reached for his cheek and stroked it. “Why are you so understanding?” 

“Because you let me leave. And you didn’t know when I would be coming back. I know when you’re coming back. And besides, from what I’ve just heard whatever is waiting for you in the Underworld has the Red Witch to deal with.”

That made me smile. I turned my face away while my cheeks flushed. “Twelve hours,” I said, looking back at him. 

Meanwhile, Aaron walked over to the coat rack on the back of my closet door and pulled out my leather jacket. I hadn’t needed to wear it in a few weeks, but I figured it would be cold where I was going to go, so I slipped into it. Aaron then helped me sling my backpack over my shoulder and stood before me by the front door. 

“Twelve hours,” he said, pulling me close to him by the waist.

“What are you going to do?” I asked. 

“I’m going to wait for you.”

Aaron pulled me close to him by my hips, tipped my neck toward his lips, and kissed me. I ran my hands through his hair and joined in, searching for his tongue, savoring him like a piece of chocolate cake. Gods, he was so rich. I could barely contain myself. Our foreheads pressed together when the kiss was over. 

“You better come back to me,” he said. 

I nodded, pecked him on the lips once more and made my exit. Frank was waiting outside in the cold, dead of night with only the crickets for company.

“I bet that was tough,” he said.

“It was, but he’ll be okay.” 

“You sure he won’t wet the rug? Rip up your upholstery?” 

I couldn’t take offence to the words that came out of Frank’s mouth. The laugh fell out of my mouth so fast I wouldn’t have caught it even if I wanted to! I was laughing so hard my sides were starting to hurt and the key in my hand had trouble finding the lock it belonged to. 

Seconds later Frank broke out too. It wasn’t like him to laugh like that, certainly not at his own jokes. Frank had a thing about people who enjoy themselves a little too much. But here he was, laugh like a seagull’s caw. It felt good to laugh. 

Despite everything that was going on, we were laughing.

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

 

If I thought the forest where Collette had been staying was creepy during the day, at night the place was downright ghastly. Crooked trees which should have been alive and blooming but were instead black and withered were jutting out of the ground, their leafless branches reaching for the sky. The air was cold and chilly, but no wind was blowing. And around our feet, tendrils of mist were writhing around, parting at our approach and quickly joining at our backs as if to trap us in the woods. 

When we reached Collette she was already waiting by the door to her broken cottage, but her visage mirrored that of the dilapidated building at her back. She was sunken, supporting herself against the stone with both hands to keep from falling over. Collette looked about ready to pass out, so I dashed the last couple of yards toward her and grabbed her by the waist. 

“I’ve got you,” I said, and she held onto me. 

“I am sorry,” she said, “I am weak.” 

“It’s alright. Damien, go inside and grab the bag of food I brought for her. We might need it.” 

Damien did as I asked and Frank helped me straighten Collette out.

“Are you sure you can do this?” I asked, “You look like you need to rest.” 

“I have rested enough,” she said, “And I fear that if I close my eyes, I may never open them again.” 

“Then we have to get this started,” Frank said, “Before it’s too late.”

Collette was in no position to argue. 

When Damien returned Collette led us away from the cottage, through the woods, and toward a cold, still lake. The lake couldn’t have been that deep, but the ambient darkness made it seem endless. The water was silent, lapping inaudibly at the rocks by its bank while a mantle of mist floated eerily above it. 

“Here?” I asked.

Collette nodded. “Yes,” she said, “I cannot open a gate for us to enter without a body of water now, not in my condition.”

“What do you need us to do?” I asked.

“Nothing. Stand back, and be ready to enter the pond when I say.” 

“Enter?” Frank asked. “In there?”

I was also worried about the idea of stepping into the lake. Not because it was the middle of the night—I had gone skinny dipping before—but I didn’t think that being soaked through would help us one bit in the Underworld. I shuddered at the thought of how cold it would be in there. But Damien stepped in.

He placed a hand on my shoulder and uttered a few silent words. In seconds, my body temperature shot up. It was as if I had a fever but I wasn’t shaking or ill. After a few moments I got used to the heat to the point that I didn’t notice it. 

“What did you just do to me?” I asked. 

Damien repeated the process with Frank and then Collette. “It’ll take less time for us to dry off this way.” 

“That’s one way to do it,” Frank said. 

“Thank you, Damien,” Collette said, “Now, midnight approaches and I must concentrate.”

We stood back as Collette stepped into the pond. Slowly, her form began to sink beneath the surface of the calm waters as snakes of mist circled around her—claiming her. When the water was at her waist she stopped and raised her hands a few inches off the surface. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, but a cold wind was starting to blow in from behind us. 

At least, that’s what it felt like for a second.

A second later, it seemed as though all of the ambient heat from around us was being sucked towards her. It wasn’t the wind that was moving; it was the warmth, the life. And with each passing second I felt my breath being sucked right from out of my lungs. Frank and Damien were also having trouble breathing, and we looked at each other with alarm, wondering when it would end.

Only that it didn’t. 

The suction continued, and as I watched the thin layer of mist above the lake I saw it too get sucked into the calm waters of the murky lake. The surface was shaking now, tiny ripples forming directly beneath Collette’s palms and extending toward the shore. And as the ripples touched dry land, I noted that the water was blacker than even the night. No stars were reflecting upon its surface. No faces. No ambient light could pierce the dark. 

Then Collette plunged her palms into the water and the suction stopped. The lake fell still again. Stiller, even, than before. And colder, too. I just knew it would be cold. This would go down in the history books as the coldest lake I had ever stepped into. And when Collette glanced over her shoulder and nodded for us to approach my inner—warmer—self screamed in protest. 

But I advanced, fearless, into the lake and Frank and Damien followed. 

Together we stood, waist deep in black water, the warmth in our bodies slowly draining away, drip by drip, stolen by the necromantic aura that the lake itself was giving off. Even Damien’s magick wasn’t strong enough to keep the cold at bay. Not so long as we were standing in the water. 

“And n-now?” I asked. 

“Now,” said Collette, who was looking altogether healthier already, “We dive.” 

And she dove. 

The water didn’t move. Collette disappeared beneath its surface, but the water remained entirely still. Damien immediately dove in after her, and I followed. The water was dark and impossible to see through. Black as night. Blacker still! But it was water, and moving through it wasn’t difficult. Only, I had no idea where I was going or for how long I needed to go! 

I brushed up against someone—Damien, maybe—and searched for his fingers to wrap them around mine. He pulled, and I followed. But then someone tugged on my leg and released me a moment later. I thought it was Frank, but I couldn’t see anything! My heart was pounding, now, hammering against my head so hard that not even the muffled underwater sounds were audible. But at least Damien had me and I was following him deeper into the black. 

I felt something with my free hand. A torso, I thought. Or a backpack. The person squirmed around and grabbed me by the arm and pulled, but I was already being pulled in the other direction. Suddenly, something didn’t feel right. The hand I had been holding until now clamped tighter against my wrist. 

Then there was a flash of light, bright enough to pierce the dark, and I saw Damien on one side of me, and something else on the other. Something old and bony and altogether not right grinned at me from a lipless mouth filled with cracked yellow teeth. I screamed, and bubbles flew from out of my mouth.

Damien pulled with one hand and pushed his light into the corpse’s face. The creature let go and receded into the dark, but I was already choking. Damien swam as hard as he could, guided by the light emanating from his right hand, but all around us things were trying to grab hold of whatever they could. 

They tugged on my jacket, my backpack, and my feet. I didn’t know how much longer I could hold on. My heart, still pounding against my temples, was growing weaker and I saw Damien’s light began to dim, and dim, and dim. I was going to die. We weren’t five minutes in to the Underworld and I was going to drown! 

But I couldn’t drown. Not here and not now. I had to fight! 

I tugged on Damien’s arm and he pulled me up, the two of us beating and kicking with our legs and free hands until we broke through the surface! I choked in a breath of stale air and coughed out the black liquid that had been pooling inside my mouth and lungs, coughing and gagging and hacking, but I was alive and for the most part safe. 

“Frank!” I said, and my voice echoed back to me. Were we in a cave?

“Here,” said Frank. He wasn’t far. In fact, he was climbing ashore. 

“Are you okay?” Damien asked.

“I’m fine,” I said, but my heart hadn’t calmed down. “Thank you.” 

Damien helped me toward the shore, which wasn’t made of sand but, rather, rock, and I climbed out of the black pool which was now behind me. I took the backpack off and dropped onto a flat rock, breathing through the shock of what had just happened. 

“Is everyone okay?” Collette asked.

“Yeah. Fuck. What was all that?” I asked.

Collette stood. Her body was surrounded in a halo of steam, rising from every inch of her body. And despite the darkness I was distinctly aware that her posture seemed firmer, taller, and stronger. I couldn’t see her face clearly, but I was sure that the bags under her eyes were gone and that her skin had returned to its natural, beautiful shape. 

She had said that the Underworld would replenish her strength and I knew, now, that she had meant what she said.

“Ze Underworld has its guardians,” Collette said. “Shades who cannot find rest, who submit their will to the power of ze Underworld in exchange for immortality.” 

“Immortality?” Frank asked. “They’re already dead.” 

“Yes, but death is only a new beginning.” 

Damien stood upright and scanned the cavern. None of us could see the ceiling, but we were sure we were underground someplace. I stared at Damien from my rock and wondered what would have happened if he hadn’t gotten to me in time. I tried to block the image of the person—thing—that had grabbed me, but I couldn’t shut it out. I guess, really, I didn’t want to. This was the Underworld, and things were undoubtedly about to get a whole lot stranger than that. But, at least, we had made it through the gate. 

And there I thought this would be the easy part.

“It’s a cave,” Damien said, “How did we get into a cave?” 

“Ze Underworld is cavernous. Zat is why it iz called ze Underworld.” 

“Makes a change from everything being so figurative,” Frank said.  

I reached inside my backpack which, thanks to it being waterproof, had succeeded in keeping the majority of its contents dry, and fished out a number of candles. I handed one to Collette, to Damien, and to Frank. Then, with mine held in my own hands, I whispered the word fire, and a lick of flame grew from the wick of each candle. The light barely caressed the cavernous, but we could at least see each other in the flickering glow.

That’s when I noticed the only opening leading out of this particular cavern. It was a dark tunnel devoid of features and wind, and beyond it I thought I heard someone moan. Or maybe not. It could have just as easily been a trick of the imagination, or it could be that a phantom wind actually was flowing somewhere nearby, whispering through the cracks in the rock.

“That’s where we have to go?” I asked.

Collette nodded. 

“Do we have any way of tracking this shadow of yours?” Damien asked. 

“We don’t, but I suspect the locals can help us.”

I was almost afraid to venture into the conversation, but I had to. “What locals?” I asked.

“Ze ghosts zat call zis place home.”  

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

 

To say that the Underworld was a dark and gloomy place would be like calling the sun dim. I led the group through the dark aided by the light from my candle, but even I couldn’t see more than my hand in front of my face. The total blackness around me swallowed everything; light, sound, heat. It was like a hungry animal, eating itself for lack of having anything else. Although it did have something else, now. 

It had us. 

And with every step I took—squeezing through narrow, rocky passages where the edges jutted out to clip the skin—it was as if I could feel the animal nibbling away at my extremities. Fingers. Toes. All numb. Collette wasn’t kidding about us only having twelve hours down here. The Underworld was completely inhospitable to the living. But I didn’t think we would even last that long by the rate at which I was starting to shake. 

“Damien,” I said, “Any chance you could hit us with that warm magick again?”

“I’m trying,” he said, “But using magick in here is tricky. I can’t feel Helios down here.” 

“And you will not,” Collette said. “As I said, ze Underworld takes. It will take your magick, your heat, and zen your life.”  

“I bet you’re the kind of kid who didn’t pay attention in class,” Frank said to Damien. He was shaking his head in disapproval; not that I could see him all that well.

“I paid attention plenty.” 

“Then why didn’t you pay attention to our French teacher when she warned you about the perils of the Underworld?” 

“It isn’t that I wasn’t paying attention, I just thought I’d try anyway. See for myself.”

“Zere is nothing wrong with zat,” Collette said, “You may never set foot in ze Underworld again. I suggest you learn as much as you can before we have to leave again.” 

“Guys,” I said, interrupting the conversation with a hushing sound.

In the dark ahead of us, something was stirring. I thought I could hear a bag being dragged across the floor, or maybe it was a thermal vent blowing out warm steam. Heat! But after what Collette just said, it probably wasn’t something nice. 

“What is it?” Collette asked. She had come up beside me. The tunnel was wide enough for us to walk in twos, now. 

“I heard something,” I said.

“You will hear many things in here,” she said. She took a few steps in front of me and turned. In the pale glow of the candle she seemed almost ghostlike—ashen grey and sunken—but her posture was strong and she didn’t seem weak. “You cannot always trust your senses.” 

“So, what can I trust?” 

“Instinct.” 

Collette turned and walked in the direction of the sound. I followed, mouth dry with anticipation, but the natural tunnel went on and on and on, and we encountered no one along the way. No openings where someone could have hidden, no pitfalls, no cliffs, and no steam vents either. I couldn’t understand any of it. 

When the Greeks talked about the Underworld they never made it sound so labyrinthine. I guess I kinda pictured tall torches blazing with grey fire and shadowy figures who we could ask questions of in exchange for trinkets from the outside world. But the Underworld was nothing like I had imagined it, and somehow every bit as much as I thought it would be. 

If that made any sense. 

But as we dove deeper into the Underworld, I started to notice things that did make sense. Somehow, the jagged tunnel we had been walking through had transformed into a kind of mine shaft without our noticing. 

Wooden support beams, crooked and bent at right angles, were propped up against the walls and ceiling. I ran my hand along one piece of wood. It was cold to the touch but smooth and unbroken. I realized then that the rough angles were so by design and not as a result of decay over time. Who put them here? Did they happen on their own? And why did the Underworld need support beams? 

“Look at this,” Frank said. 

“Frank, I don’t think this is the time to stop and check out the sights,” I said. 

“Are you fucking kidding me? Look at where we are, Amber. Take it in for a moment—we probably won’t come here ever again.” 

I guessed he had a point, so I approached. There, etched into the wooden support, were the numbers 1776 and the letters D. Randscom. 

“D. Randscom,” I said, “Seventeen, seventy six. Date of construction, maybe?” 

“Maybe,” Frank said, “But a date of death is more likely.”

“Does the name sound familiar to anyone? The D. could stand for David or Devon.” 

“Doesn’t ring a bell,” Damien said, but as we moved along the tunnel paying close attention to the wood on the walls and ceilings we started to notice more names. 

Each name had a first initial and a family name to it, as well as a date. They were roughly written, too, as if someone had carved them in with a Stanley knife. We went with the assumption that the numbers carved into the wood were dates, and with that in mind 1776 was the oldest date we came across. Many years showed up more than once, but there weren’t enough names and dates to imply that every person who had died in the Raven’s Glen area had an entry written into the wood. 

It seemed more likely that these were people who ended up in the Underworld, somehow. Though the reason why a soul may end up in such a dark, dank place still escaped me. Were these souls with unfinished business? Were they the victims of sudden deaths, or violent ones? Suicides? Murders? Accidents? Why did some spirits get caught in the gravity of the Underworld while others soared above it? 

The questions were relentless. I could sense the conveyer belt starting up again. Any moment now, a torrent of question bags would come flowing at me and I would struggle to find the one I could answer in the moment. The others would drift and return, waiting to be picked up. 

At least, in the excitement, I wasn’t so much bothered by the cold anymore.

“Over here,” Collette said. She was ahead of us, now; only a faint glow in the sea of black. “We have arrived.”

I approached Collette and made the turn she was standing by without hesitation, but I wasn’t ready for what I saw beyond it. 

The tunnel opened up into a great cavern which wasn’t pitch black and soundless. Here, I could hear voices and sounds. Music? I could see lights, too. Pale gaslights hanging on poles along what I could only describe as a street.  On either side of it, buildings stood. Buildings. There I was, marveling at the mineshaft I had just come from, when only yards away an opening to a brand new world stood waiting. 

I stepped into the street followed by Damien, Frank and Collette. Ahead of me I could see people moving around, Crossing from one side of the street to the other. They looked busy, too. Some were shoving crates around, others were just idling. One man stood with his back to a building, flipping a coin with one hand and checking a pocket watch chained to his waistcoat with the other. He glanced toward me as I walked past, but then he looked away. 

The buildings around us had all seen better days, but they were intact and standing. I thought we had crossed into a western movie, and by the crooked brown and beige buildings surrounding us we would have been excused for believing such. But the inhabitants here seemed to come from all walks of life; and boy if there was life down here. 

There were people living in the Underworld. 

“Frank?” I asked, “Did you read about anything like this in that book you had?” 

“Witch, don’t you think I would be a little more talkative if I had?” 

“Missington,” Damien said. 

I turned to him. He was reading a plaque stuck to the side of a building. “What’s that?” I asked.

“The name of the town. Missington, population seventy seven.” 

“What of it?” said the guy with the pocket watch.

“Nothing,” Damien said. 

“New here?” 

“Sorta.” 

“You look fresh.” The man pushed himself from off the wall and stepped across the wooden porch, boots thumping on the ground as he came. He sniffed the air. “Smell fresh too. Won’t last long in here.”

“We aren’t looking to stay.” 

“Jus’ passin’ through?” His voice was hoarse and forced, and he had a scar down his left cheek. 

“Yes,” I said, “Actually, maybe you could help. I’m looking for someone.” 

“Everyone’s looking for someone down here,” said the man.

“I’m looking for someone who doesn’t belong here.” 

The man cocked an eyebrow. “You sure as hell don’t look like you belong here, red.” 

The muscles in my throat tensed up. “Is there a sheriff around here, or someone who might know who comes in and out of town?” 

The man shook his head. “Last sheriff we saw come through here didn’t last long.” He made a cutthroat gesture with his thumb against his neck. “If you get my meaning. Your best bet is to try the Saloon. Barman is the only one around here who keeps his eyes and ears peeled. Rest of us jus’ mind our own business.”

“Right, well, thank you.” 

The man in the waistcoat took a few steps back, rested against the wall, and checked his pocket watch again. He never said another word.

Damien joined us in the middle of the stony street and as the strange world moved around us—watching us with suspicious eyes—we thought, considered, and decided. 

“I’m going to the Saloon,” I said, “And I want to go in alone.” 

“Alone?” Frank said, “Why in the world would you want to do that?” 

“Because we’re attracting attention as a group. We need to split up and spread out.” 

“Amber is right,” Collette said, “Ze dead are slow to notice things and react, but they will react eventually. We must be gone before then.”

“Alright,” Frank said, “So we split up. We’ll ask around out here, but when you’re done in there you come right out.”

I nodded. “I will.”

Collette took my hand and said, “Be careful in there, Amber. I sense intelligence in zat Saloon. Zey will know you are living.” 

I glanced at the building on the corner of the street. Light was spilling out onto the street from inside and a soft piano tone was playing. 

“I can handle it,” I lied.

I didn’t know how hard of a time I would have at using my magick if I got into trouble, but I hadn’t come this far into a dead world to play it safe and I didn’t want to spend one second longer than I had to in it. 

It was all or nothing, now.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

 

I strode across the street and entered the Saloon like I was born to, but as I crossed the threshold of the swinging door I found my composure sapped away in one mighty gasp. I guess I didn’t know what I expected to see, coming in to a place like this. Everyone here was dead. How much of a ruckus could they cause? But when I stepped inside, the ruckus hit me hard in the gut like a hot shot of tequila. 

A piano was playing in the corner of the room by itself; a little southern ditty I didn’t recognize but one which had many of the patrons dancing. A poker game, wreathed in a mantle of cigar smoke, was taking place in the darkest corner of the Saloon; all hard faces, hats and cards. On the first floor banister a number of women in colorful dresses waved and whistled at the drunks downstairs; and they all wanted a moment or two alone with them—any of them.

I had seen student bars gloomier than this on a Friday night.

I made my way through the tangle of tables and chairs, careful not to bump into anyone, not to make eye contact, not to—

“Psst! Red!” A voice caught my attention. I stopped, turned, looked. The man was drunk off his face, was rocking weeks’ worth of untrimmed beard, a wife-beater, and stank of… Gods, I didn’t know what he stank of, but it made me want to cry. “Yeah, you,” he said, drooling over his denim jeans. “Why don’t you come on over here and give ol’ Huntley a kiss?” 

“No thanks,” I said.

“C’mon. Pretty girl like you could make any man’s day. You’re prettier than any of the girls in here, you know that?” 

“I’m not interested.”

“I’ll pay!” he said, wiping the spittle from his mouth with the back of his hairy hand. “I’ve got silver!” 

“Again, no.” 

Huntley scowled and reached for my hand. I went to twist away from him but was too slow! He grabbed me and pulled me closer to his reeking body. “Huntley don’t like being refused,” he said.

My heart jump started and kicked into high gear. My body trembled, but not out of fear. It was the Power. I stared Huntley down and his face changed color, if that was at all possible. He released me and backed away, as did two of his friends who had been watching the whole thing.

“You’re… you’re—”

A pulse of magick shot out of my chest and into his, sending him sprawling to the ground on his ass. The music and the chatter stopped. His friends looked on, wide-eyed, but neither of them said a word. Then the piano resumed, and the chatter slowly came back into being. I turned away from the men and headed toward the bar, content, but now more alert than ever.

The bar was clean and clear of filth and drunks so I found a spot and sat down. Looking over my shoulder I could see that the specter of cigar and cigarette smoke was hovering and casting a hazy mantle about the Saloon, but it was only a curtain of smoke, it seemed to have a nucleus; a central, moving wisp floating around with a kind of intelligence I couldn’t comprehend. Was the cloud a ghost too, or was it something else? The nucleus weaved in and out of the spaces between people and things, encircling them, caressing them—claiming them.  

Come in, it would have said if it had a mouth to speak with, Join the party.

If that was a ghost, it was the creepiest thing I had ever laid eyes on. If it wasn’t a ghost, well, that opened up a whole other can of worms. And somehow I didn’t think I could exactly walk up to it and ask it what it was. I didn’t exactly know the etiquette around here and I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself on account of my status as one of the living.

“What can I getcha?” said the barman. 

I shook my head and turned to face him. He was tall, muscular at the chest and arms, and he had a handlebar moustache. But his attire wasn’t altogether old fashioned. It was faded to hell, sure, but he was wearing a Metallica shirt and a pair of dark Levis. And I was pretty sure he was packing a revolver in the holster by his right hip.

“Me? Uh, what is there to drink?” 

The barman turned and gestured to the wall at his back. It was covered in bottles with no tags on them, only liquids in various shades of brown and grey. “Take your pick, though for you I’d recommend a little fire water to take the edge off.” 

“Fire water?” Alcohol. “I, no thanks, actually I’m here looking for someone.” 

“Everyone’s looking for someone here.” 

Second time someone had said that. “Yeah, I’ve heard. Anyway, I—”

“Listen, you either order something or you can see yourself out. I don’t give stuff away for free.” 

I tapped my back pocket, hoping, slipped my hand into it and fished out a still wet ten dollar bill. On the one hand I was buzzing to have found money in a pair of jeans I hadn’t worn in a long time. On the other, the note was ruined–and I didn’t think to bring my wallet with me into the Underworld. 

The barman eyed up the ten dollar bill from the other side of the bar and sighed deeply.

“This is all I’ve got,” I said. 

“Doesn’t look legit to me.”

“It’s real.”

“Lemme see here,” said the barman, and he snatched the sloshy paper from my fingers. “Who is this, on the bill?” 

“Hamilton.”

“Who?” 

“Alexander Hamilton. This is a current ten dollar bill.” 

The barman slapped the bill on the counter and slid it my way again. “Living currency is no good here,” he said, “I’m lookin’ for dead currency, old notes. Or, failing that, a day of your life.” 

“A day?” 

I was starting to learn that the dead had a kind of sixth sense. They could tell I was alive just by looking at me. It couldn’t have been a physical thing given that I was about as pale as anyone else in the bar. It had to be mystical. 

“That’s how much a drink down here is worth,” the barman said, leaning over the bar. “That’s how much my time is worth.” 

“I’m not about to give you a day of my life just so that you can answer a question. I don’t even know if you know who I’m looking for.” 

“Sure I do,” he said.

“Oh? How?” 

“Because why else would a pretty little red-head like you have come all the way down here from the above? Sure ain’t for the drink.” 

“So you know something, then. And if you do, you’ll know it’s dangerous.” 

“Not to me it ain’t.”

“Maybe not to you, but what about the rest of the good people of this town?”

“Do I look like a sheriff to you?” 

“No. You look like someone who’s more interested in getting paid than doing a good deed.”

“Listen missy. I don’t run no God-dang quid pro quo service. You want something? You pay for it.” The barman straightened up. “I suggest you leave, red. Otherwise some of these folks might mistake you for one of my girls, an’ I ain’t gonna stop them.” 

My chest tightened at the barman’s suggestion. My hands clenched into fists and I started to grind my teeth. Who the hell was this guy to threaten me? I wasn’t about to have a power trip, but he must have seen what I did to Huntley back there. I wasn’t just alive, I was a witch. But I had to pick my battles, and this wasn’t one of them.

I grabbed the wet note from the table and kicked off the stool I had partially sat down on, but before I could leave someone grabbed my arm. 

My entire body began to vibrate. I felt my Power flash within, and for a moment I felt like I could turn this entire building inside out at the wave of my hand and the click of my finger. I would not let myself be intimidated by these people. The person who had grabbed me, though, wasn’t a dirty old drunk. Her bony fingers gave her away before I even turned around. And when I did, the adrenaline surge disappeared and my body relaxed.  

“It comes,” she said. 

“What?” 

Her face was sunken and her lips were cracked, but her eyes were like shiny opals against her tanned skin. The woman’s hair was long, black and curly, and she was covered in bracelets and necklaces of varying size, color and possibly origin. She looked very much like a classical gypsy woman, a Romani, and her eyes gave away a kind of intelligence I simply couldn’t compete with. 

Was she the person Collette had sensed from outside? I couldn’t tell. I didn’t have that ability. But I only needed to look at this woman to know I was in the presence of some kind of sage. And a sage with a strong grip, at that.

“The entity you are looking for knows you are here,” she said.

“It… knows?”

“We must leave this place. It is not safe here, for you.” 

She tugged on my arm and I followed, and together we made a quick exit through the swinging doors to the Saloon. The patrons largely ignored us, but I could feel the icy chill of death at my back as I left. And with my back turned to it, the Saloon didn’t seem quite as friendly or as jolly as it was on my way in. The piano’s notes were discordant and disorganized. Voices muted to whispers and glasses clinking without hands to guide them. 

I hadn’t noticed until we reached the street that I had been holding a breath in my lungs as we left. 

I allowed myself a moment to breathe and turned to the Saloon. Its doors swung closed, and tendrils of smoke writhed between them, above them, and beneath them. We’ll be right here, it would say, waiting for you to come back. 

“Come,” said the woman, “We must speak quickly. Time is short.” 

I turned to her. “But my friends are around here, I have to get them.” 

“No,” she said, stern and unmoving. “There is something I must give you if you wish to defeat the evil.” 

How could I argue with that? 

We made our way briskly down a stony lane, at the sides of which stood buildings of mishmash design. And the more of them I saw, the more I started to realize that the buildings—much like the inhabitants of this little town in the middle of the Underworld—shared something in common. None of them had windows, many were covered in thick cobwebs, and most showed signs of some kind of damage. 

One colonial had charred swaths streaking out of the tops of windows. A wooden house had had its ceiling caved in, though by what I couldn’t tell. And the more modern looking townhouse was cracked right down the middle and looked about ready to collapse into itself. 

“Why are these houses damaged?” I asked.

“There are more ghosts here than just people,” said the gypsy. 

“What do you mean?” 

“When something dies or is destroyed, it comes here. A person, an animal, a house, a car. It all comes here.”

We made a turn between buildings and hurried round the back where a chain-link fence was all that stood between Missington’s inhabitants and a… Winnebego. The RV was huge, but it had seen better days. The front of the vehicle had been completely smashed in, as if it had run at full speed into a huge rock or a solid wall. I suspected it was once a light brown color, but time and damage had rendered it a coffee brown and the area around the windshield a charcoal black. 

The gypsy woman went up to the side of the van and opened the small door.

“Hurry,” she said, “We do not have much time.” 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

 

The gypsy led me into a van which smelt vaguely of a type of incense I couldn’t quite put my finger on and was covered in ornaments of indeterminate origin. She hurried into the back room, beyond a beaded curtain, and asked me to follow. Through the curtain I came to a small room with no bed, only a set of chairs and a table covered in a purple cloth.

“Sit,” she said, and I did.

The gypsy pulled the cloth off the table to reveal a crystal ball beneath it. The stand was a beautiful ornament; a green and blue design I had never seen before. Snakes, wolves, birds, and even spiders decorated the circular platform that supported the crystal ball atop it. On the table I also noticed a purple pouch and a deck of Nordic tarot cards. 

“My name is Madame Aishe,” said the gypsy. “And you come here in search of a torn soul.” 

I nodded. 

The gypsy waved her hands over the crystal ball in the same way fortune tellers do in movies and two-bit parlors. I had been to one before, a long time ago, and decided it wasn’t for me. I didn’t like being told that my grandmother missed me and then getting charged twenty five dollars for the consultation like the gypsy was some kind of doctor I was visiting. I knew my grandmother missed me. What I wanted was for the gypsy to tell me her name—that would have impressed me. But I detected a slight vibration in the air when Madame Aishe ran her hands over the crystal ball; like a kind of pulse radiating outward from it. 

“Do you know who I am?” I asked.

The gypsy closed her eyes. “The red witch,” she said.

“How do you know that?” 

“Your soul speaks to me, child. It speaks to everyone with the ability to listen. It wants to be heard.” 

“My soul wants to be heard?” 

“Heard. Acknowledged. Liberated.” 

Liberated. I didn’t like the sound of liberated. “Tell me what you know of why I have come here.”

The gypsy sighed and placed her hands on the table. She opened her eyes. “You seek a powerful being,” she said, “A being which will not go willingly back into its cage.” 

Color me impressed. “Do you know where I can find it?” 

“I do. It comes sometimes to the city and reaps.” 

“Reaps?” 

“Souls; they fuel its dark power.”

The Shadow is using ghosts to fuel its magick? Is this what Frank meant when he said that Necromancers were shifty and that their power was stolen? I was starting to learn a lot about the Underworld simply by being down here, and one of the most important things I had learned was that the Underworld took — as Collette had put it. If that was true, then it meant that Collette’s magick also took. But what did it take? I dreaded to think of the answer.

“Tell me where I can find it and how I can stop it,” I said.,

“Your power is impressive, sorceress,” the gypsy said, “But not as impressive as it could be. As it will be.”

“Why did you just call me a sorceress?” 

This wasn’t the first time someone had used that word to describe me. As far as I knew, witches and sorcerers were the same thing; just labelled differently. But the way the word had been spoken implied something else, implied meaning. 

“Your power is not dependent on external knowledge,” said the gypsy, “Your power comes from the fire of your own soul. Yours is the magick of the universe. All you have to do is go deeper into yourself to find it.”

“Go deeper? I don’t understand. I’m a witch.”

The gypsy shook her head. “A witch’s power comes from without, a sorcerer’s power from within. You are rare. You are the one who can defeat the Shadow, but you must be careful.”

I nodded. “Tell me what I have to do.” 

The gypsy pulled her deck of cards closer to her side and then began to draw them. It was a simple Celtic cross: a cross of four cards, with one above, one beneath, and four to the left of it. The cards came fast, one by one lining up to reveal my fate. I knew them all, but Tarot wasn’t something I had dedicated time to learning before. I didn’t know what the cards in the order they had come in meant; but three cards caught my eye, and caused my insides to go even colder. Something I didn’t think possible.

“Why?” I asked, “Why this?” 

“Because for all your power, you are blind. Fate,” she said, “Is not on your side. You are the chosen one, but you have misused your power. Fate will not help you.” 

Kyle came rushing back to mind like a headache. I was young! I wanted to say, I didn’t know what I was doing! But I knew my breath would fall on deaf ears. I knew all too well that Fate was a living, breathing thing. It did not forgive. It did not forget.

“How can that be? How can I have been chosen as the one to defeat this thing and Fate won’t help?” 

“Listen to me,” she said, “I am showing you these cards because you must learn your fate before you leave this place. Memorize their order, recall their meaning, and understand that the answers you are looking for lie within them.” 

I arched my neck to get a better view. Cups, Wands, Fate, the High Priestess; these cards were benign, but the others were not. The Devil. Death. The Ten of Swords. The Queen of Swords. These cards gave me pause. The Ten of Swords in particular. Most people believe that the Death card is a bad omen, that it’s the worst card in the deck, but it isn’t. The worst card is the Ten of Swords, because that card represents an obliteration of everything I hold dear. It represents pain, misery, strife, actual death and utter devastation. 

No one ever wants the Ten of Swords to show up during a reading. 

The gypsy reached into a trunk tucked away beneath the table, in the space between table and wall, and produced two items. First, an uninspiring metal urn. Second, a silver necklace with a stone at its center. I recognized the curved, shiny gem as Black Onyx. It made sense that the stone be Black Onyx, since it was a stone frequently associated with protection from negativity and negative energies. I gathered that they were for me. 

My sword and my shield, so to speak.

“Take these,” said the gypsy, “And head east. At the end of the tunnel you will encounter the River of Bone. You must cross it if you wish to find the shadow’s hiding place.”

“Why are you giving these to me?” 

“I was buried with them,” she said, “Fate has an interesting way of preparing us for the future, only it doesn’t care if you would be alive or dead when it called on you to act. When I read of your coming in the cards, I knew you would need these items.” 

“I can’t thank you enough,” I said. 

The gypsy nodded. “I have seen too many souls taken by this evil and wonder when my time shall come. I hope, now that you are here, my time never will.” 

I paused. In the space between seconds I wondered whether it would be best to take what she had said and leave to find Collette and the others, or ask her a question she had just prompted. Of course, curious as I was, I couldn’t resist. “What would happen to you, if it… took you?”  

The gypsy sighed. “I suppose it will eat me.”

“Eat you? Like, kill you? But aren’t you already dead?”

“Death is only a transition, child,” she said. “This body is my body, and like in life, it can be destroyed.” 

“So, you can die… again?”

“For those of us who continue our existence in the Underworld, yes.”

“Why are you here?” I asked. The words fell out of my mouth like a block of ice. Harsh and cold. But I had to know. “Why didn’t you move on?” 

“I was ripped from this world. After my parents died, my brother and I were all that were left of our bloodline. I swore to keep him safe, to protect him. And then I died. I lingered for a time, watching him, protecting him as I had sworn to do… until the sickness took him, too.”

A strange chill raced through me and caused me to look over my shoulder, but I turned my attention back at the gypsy. “I’m so sorry,” I said.

She shook her head. “It was his time and, I thought, mine also. But as I watched him loosen his grip on his body I was pulled down here by the same force that draws us all into this place.”

“I don’t understand.”

“The Underworld has a will of its own. An intelligence. And while it is a bleak and desolate place, I have more free will now than I ever had in the world of the living.”

“So this is a kind of life for you.” 

“This is life, only a life of a different kind.”

“I think I get it,” I said. 

“Of course you do. You are the red witch. The one who will change everything.” 

I didn’t know what she meant, but I didn’t want to ask any more questions either. I stood up with my urn and my necklace and made for the front door, but the caravan shook violently and I was sent hurtling against the wall. An awful clicking sound followed, and then the van rocked again. It was like boulders were falling on the ceiling! 

“Holy shit!” I said, “What was that?” 

The gypsy emerged from behind the beaded curtain, all wide eyes and fear. “We must leave, now!” she said, the urgency in her words as plain as day.

The caravan rocked again and this time I hit the ground. The urn slipped out of my hands and I scrambled to grab it before rising to my feet again. It felt like the ground was opening up beneath us or that a car was repeatedly slamming into the caravan!

“What is that out there!” I said.

“The spiders have come.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

 

Spiders? I didn’t have a chance to ponder the question. Before I could think, a black talon impaled the side of the RV through one of the windows and narrowly missed my head. I screamed and pushed myself off the wall, ducked beneath the talon, shoved the door open and made a break for my life. But I couldn’t stop myself from looking back, and when I turned around, I saw it. 

The beast was huge and black and covered in spindles. Easily the size of a car, the spider had eight red eyes which atop a wicked pincer mouth dripping with… something. Venom? But its bulb had no particularly distinguishing features. In fact, the entire spider was part beast, part shadow. I could see dark tendrils lashing out from its body, just like the bird Collette had summoned the other day. Only this time I didn’t have to see into the Nether to know the spider wasn’t normal. 

I froze. My heart was slamming against my chest, my body buzzing with power—power I had barely felt until now, like a muscle I had forgotten how to flex. An instant passed, and the thing leapt. I ran toward the RV and slid beneath the spider as it landed, but when I spun around the thing was facing me and I found myself backed against the caravan’s metallic outer wall. 

It inched closer, mandibles dripping with venom, and my heart started to thunder in my head. This thing was going to kill me and then it was going to kill Madame Aishe. I had to act, and I had to do it now. The spider lunged, and with a wave of my hand I sent a blast of power into its face strong enough to fling it into a nearby wall which cracked against the giant insect’s weight. Madame Aishe emerged from the caravan and stared, stunned, at the dazed creature staggering around to regain its footing.

“Run!” I said. 

I grabbed her hand and bolted from the side of the caravan, dashing along the spider’s blind side at top speed. But as I ran I became immediately aware that I was alone, and suddenly the ground beneath my feet felt slick and unstable. My Coven. Collette, Damien, Frank. Where were they? Were they okay? Did they know what was happening to me? A scream pierced the dark of the Underworld. Distant, but shrill and loud. If my coven didn’t already know that something was going on, they knew now. 

But as I ran with Madame Aishe in tow, I heard something else. Clicking. Echoed, distant. The spider? Was it behind me? I stopped in the middle of an alley between buildings and glanced at the dark space behind us, but the spider wasn’t there. 

“What was that thing?” I asked.

“Henchmen,” she said, “Of the one you are looking for.” 

“Henchmen? You mean there are more of them?” 

“They come from above,” she said.

The clicking was coming from above; from the impenetrable darkness which should have been a sky sitting atop a small town, spiders were falling like rain drops. Huge, black, wicked raindrops. 

We were running again, through the alley, down the street, beyond the Saloon. The screams surrounded us, now. Screams and clicks and hisses and… something else. The sounds of talons rending flesh, maybe. I shuddered at the thought and shut my eyes as I ran, and that’s when I bumped into Frank.

“Christ, witch, where have you been?” he asked.

“No time! Where are the others?” 

“Over there,” he said, “They went into that old post office to ask questions.” 

“Look out!” Madame Aishe said, and she pushed me to the ground just as a spider launched itself at us from across the street. 

I turned onto my back in time to see Madame Aishe struggling with a spider the size of a large dog. It was trying to clamp its talons around her body! Frank raced toward her and grabbed two of its legs, pulling them apart, but the thing was strong. Too strong for him. But before I could decide what to do, another spider came into view. 

This one was massive—bigger, even, than the one that attacked me by the RV—and it was coming down on a thread of silk that looked more like a thick metal chain than a spider’s web; and its mouth was dripping with glowing green goo. 

“Amber!” said a voice.

I looked back and saw Collette and Damien leaving the post office building behind. Collette stretched her hands across from her, clenched her fists and pulled, and the shadow spider attacking Madame Aishe pulled itself apart in a flash of smoke and shadow. My mouth flew wide open at the sight of that kind of power, but I couldn’t spend any time admiring it. I had to get up. I had to get moving. 

If the spiders were after me, and it seemed likely that they were, I had to take them out of the little village of the dead. Missington’s inhabitants were innocent, and I would not let them suffer at the hands of these beasts; not if I was the reason why they were here. 

“How far to the river?” I asked Madame Aishe.

“Not far—this way.”

Madame Aishe led us through a tangle of houses which got smaller and older the deeper we went. The clicking followed, sometimes coming from above, other times coming from behind. Gaining. Always gaining. I was sure that, if I looked back, I would see the shadow spiders coming. 

“Go!” I said.

Damien and Frank moved past me, and when they were clear I raised my hands to the sky, dug deep into the depths of my own power, and willed fire into the world of the dead. And from my fingertips fire did leap in arches to create a line which gave even the shadow spiders pause. Hisssssss! I could see the mantle of darkness around them recede as the light from the fire stripped away their shadows. Their power. 

The spiders retreated into the darkness, and as the flames rose into a blazing inferno the spiders began to climb higher and higher, away from the fire. Away from the light. Until they were gone, back into the shadows from where they had come. 

Damien ran back to me and grabbed my arm. “Amber, we have to go,” he said.

But I was watching the spiders disappear into the black. I wanted to make sure they were gone, but the dance of light against the thick, spindly figures in the dark was… mesmerizing. I was drawn to it. In a game of tug-of-war between the spiders and Damien, I was the rope. 

“Now, Amber!” Damien tugged hard and I let myself be taken away down the path Madame Aishe was leading us through. We entered a man-made tunnel at the far end of Missington, emerging a few moments later tired and out of breath—but alive. Or, well, intact. Damien and Frank sat down while I rested my back against a rocky wall and allowed myself a moment to breathe and relax.

My body was still pulsing with power, racing with adrenaline, but I needed to come back down and think. Think, Amber. Come back. 

“Is everyone alright?” Collette asked.

She got a round of nods. 

Madame Aishe turned to Collette and said “You.”

“Yes,” Collette said.

“You are the one. The other half of the fractured soul. The Necromancer.” 

“I am.” 

“I have met others like you.”

“I am sure you have.” 

“They all fall to the darkness they wield.” 

I held my still unsteady breaths. Frank and Damien were watching the conversation, but they weren’t getting involved. 

“We have to go,” I said, steadying myself against the rock wall. “Madame Aishe said that we have to cross the river and trek along the path presented to us if we want to find the shadow and end this; and we’re running out of time.” 

“You don’t have to tell me twice,” Frank said.

Damien nodded. “You used a lot of magick back there. If those things come back…”

He didn’t need to finish what he was going to say. I knew I would get tired as time went on, that the over use of magick would burn me out. I understood this now, or at least I thought I understood. One thing, however, was certain: I didn’t want to have to face those things again. We got lucky, that was all.

I also sensed that Collette agreed with what Damien had just said, even if she didn’t nod or say anything. Collette was, perhaps, the most experienced witch here next to Frank. 

“Then we must go now,” Madame Aishe said, “The river is far from here, but we will get there.”

“Wait,” said Frank, “I need some water or something right now, or else I’m gonna pass out. I’m not used to running like that.” 

Damien pulled the bag from off his back and unzipped it. He grabbed a bottle of water and passed it to Frank, then he passed one to me and to Collette. He was about to pass one to Madame Aishe, but then realized what he was doing and stopped. I didn’t blame him. She looked completely real to us. Was completely real to us. Standing side by side with Collette as she was, you wouldn’t be able to tell she was dead were it not for the pallor of her face and the blue of her lips. 

“Amber,” Collette said. She had come up beside me. “I wanted to thank you.”

“Thank me? For what?” 

“For doing zis. You… are saving my life. Zis journey has already been perilous and there iz more to come.”

“Now isn’t the time to be thanking me. You can thank me when you aren’t dying.” 

Collette nodded. “I apologise if my thanks are premature, but after seeing what you can do, I have no doubt. You are ze red witch from my dreams, and our fates are entwined.”

“You never explained the how to me.”

“What if I told you zat I knew how to track down ze person responsible for everything zat has happened to you until now?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Ze deaths, ze cult, ze demon. Linezka.”

Hearing the name spoken out of the lips of a stranger left me stunned. I hadn’t told anyone but Frank and Damien, and I knew they sure as hell hadn’t told Collette. I stopped moving for a second, but then got going again. “How did you know that name?” I asked.

“Amber, you are more special than you realize. The rarest of breeds. Someone like you comes only one in one hundred million.” 

“That’s a big statistic.” 

“But it is true. You are a sorceress. Your power comes from within and transcends that of an ordinary witch in leaps and bounds. Zat is why you are able to use your magick in here so fully.” 

“That’s what the Madame just said. Does that mean you’re a sorceress too? I saw you use your magick a moment ago.” 

She shook her head. “Shadow magick. Ze magick of ze Underworld. I was fighting fire with fire.”

That explained why Damien and Frank were having trouble with their magick. It also explained what Madame Aishe had told me about a witch’s magick coming from without. Wiccans get their power from nature, from the watchtowers—from the planet’s collective energy. If even half of the Wiccan religion translated to the truth about True Witches, then it meant that Damien and Frank were cut off from the watchtowers, from the Guardians, and from their magick so long as they remained in the Underworld.

More and more I was starting to believe what I was hearing and a picture was starting to form inside my head. The Sheriff was killing all the witches in Raven’s Glen because he didn’t know which was the one he needed. The demon cult had targetted me because the Sheriff had identified me as the Sorceress. And the person who had started it all was a someone called Linezka. An ethereal figure, as unknown and unknowable to me as the cosmos themselves.

It all seemed too unreal. First, a madman kills a couple of witches only so that he can kill me and make it look like another suicide, or an accident. He fails, so then a cult—a fucking cult—moves into my town and sets up a ritual space designed specifically for me. To marry me to some filthy demon because I’m part of a prophecy they wanted to prevent… or was it fulfil? 

The wolf, the witch and the demon.

If Aaron hadn’t turned into a werewolf, if he wasn’t in the picture at all, I would have believed they had the wrong girl. But Aaron was here, and he was the wolf in the story. I was the witch. And the demon—the creature which would ruin my life—had come and gone. Or, at least, that was my hope. And now that Madame Aishe had pulled the Ten of Swords and The Devil from out of the tarot deck in the same reading, I wondered if the thing was still with me like a parasite clinging to my soul.

I shuddered.

“But you must heed my words, Amber,” Collette said, “The rarest of diamonds are sought out by greedy people; and you are no exception.” 

“Do you mean to say that I’m being hunted?” 

“Oui. And without my help you will not survive, and ze entire world will plunge into darkness. Zis is why we need each other.”  

I guess, now, I understood.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

 

We left the mine-shaft tunnels leading into and out of Missington behind as we made our way toward what the gypsy woman had called the Bleak Shore. That the underworld was a cavern wasn’t in question; that a shore, however, could exist within the cavern had me thinking. But I wasn’t quite as startled by this thought as the thought of a river of Bone. 

That’s what the gypsy had called the waters beyond the Bleak Shore.

The River of Bone. A river of bones. Where was the line between physical place and metaphor? Would the river be made up of water, in the same way that the Dead Sea is devoid of any actual dead bodies? Or would little pieces of bone caress the shoreline as the solid “water” clicked and rattled along? Would there be blood on the bones? Meat? Who did they even belong to?

Or what did they belong to?

The thought was enough to send my mind running off into the dark wilds of the Underworld, until Frank reeled me back in with a firm tap on the shoulder. 

“You okay there?” he asked. 

I nodded. 

“You didn’t get hurt or anything?” 

“No. You?” 

“Barely, but that’s only because I fell on my ass when I saw the spider for the first time.” Frank rubbed the sore spot on his right butt cheek. “I can’t remember the last time I was left without the ability to walk straight.”

“Oh I bet you do.”

“Careful, witch.” 

“I’m sorry. I can’t tell you enough times how happy I am that you’re here.”

“Guys,” Damien said. He was slightly ahead with Collette and Madame Aishe. “We’re here.”

They were standing on a ledge. Even in the dark of the Underworld I could make out the slight dip in the ground, that little incline that happens when land meets water. And it was water, not bones, only there was so much water. The shimmering darkness was vast, almost endless. And it was flowing! But how could a body of water this big be called a river?

“This is it?” I asked.

The gypsy nodded. “This is the Bleak Shore. The water you see is the River of Bone.”

My heart was starting to pound against my chest. “How are we supposed to cross this?”

“The ferryman,” Collette offered. “Zere has to be a ferryman.”

Madame Aishe gave Collette a soft nod. “You are right. He is not here, but he will be. He knows we are here. We must, now, simply wait.”

“Did I step on a call button and not know about it?” Frank asked, checking the area immediately around his feet. 

I nudged him with my elbow again and he shut up. If nothing else, the wait gave us all time to take in a breath of strangely fresh air. The water brought with it an oddly refreshing sensation which I likened to standing at the edge of a pier on a sunny spring day. My eyes searched for Frank—he hadn’t finished telling me what he was about to tell me—but my gaze found Damien standing by the shore on his own. He, like me and, I guessed everyone else, was also lost in thought. His right hand was limp by his side, and the torch clutched between his fingers was throwing light onto the gently moving ocean at his feet. 

I swallowed and approached. “Damien?” I said.

Damien took a deep breath, as if he had come up for air, and turned his head slightly toward me. 

I remembered then how we had met—I mean really met—on the slope of a riverbank, and suddenly I knew what he was thinking about. Or, rather, who he was thinking about. “Are you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” he said, “You?” 

“I’m fine. I just thought… I wanted to thank you. For what you did for me back there.”

He shrugged. “You would have done the same.”

“I know, but… I don’t want you to think that I took it for granted.”

“I didn’t think that. We’re friends, and I care about you.”

I believed him, too. Damien made me want to pull my hair out when I found out about him and Natalie, but after I calmed down about the whole thing I realized that we hadn’t been that close for that long to begin with. We had what most people would consider to have been a good run and that was it. Natalie was the one who had really been wronged, and that was hardly any of my business. 

Looking at Damien now—as a friend—felt natural. We shared a memory about his sister. Not just a memory, either. We had both been through an ordeal together. We had a ghost story that we could tell our kids and that they could tell their kids. We had a story. No. We were the beginning of a story. The first chapter in the tale of my life as a True Witch. That’s what we shared. And that’s why I linked my arm around his and rested my head on his shoulder. 

Damien’s breathing was hard. I could feel his heart beating heavily in his veins. But it wasn’t for me. It was for Lily. I wondered if he could see her face in the black water before us. I wondered if he was recalling happy memories, or reliving sad ones. I had done both, and I was starting to realize that it wasn’t a coincidence either. I was starting to think that, maybe, it was the water. 

Bonk.

The sound startled me. It was so close! That’s when I saw it. A wooden boat, maybe ten or twelve feet long, had sailed into the rock and used it to stop. The current was moving across, but the featureless boat was as stiff as a board; as was its pilot. 

“Hello?” I asked, approaching. My heart was racing now too, but I kept myself calm and showed no fear. No surprise. 

In a voice like a puff of dust, he said, “Need a ride?”

I noticed movement from the rest of the group. They were starting to get up, but it was the gypsy woman who came up beside me first. “We do,” she said, “We seek to cross your river.”

“A ghost and four breathers; this I have not seen in some time.”

“Will you let us cross?”

“If you pay the price.”

“Name it,” I said.

The figure extended a thin, bony hand wrapped in loose, pale flesh and clutching a chalice. It gleamed even in the darkness. Silver, maybe? “You must pay the blood toll, but it will cost you.” he said.

Damien stepped up and took the cup before I could speak. “Fine,” he said, and he flicked a pocket-knife open and went to cut his palm, but Frank stopped him. 

“No,” Frank said, “Not you.” He looked at me. “Amber.”

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

 

Sailing at the front of the ferryman’s boat across an endless dark sea was like something out of a Lovecraft book. The water lapped at the boat’s hull, gently licking the wood—kissing it—as the boat cut a path through the river of Bone. I still didn’t understand why it was called such. Maybe there was no meaning behind the name, but how could that be? To my logical mind, this inconsistency didn’t make any sense. 

All I knew about the river of bone was that it appeared as an ocean and that Damien and I had reflected on the past; on something that hurt, and something that made us happy. I wondered if the others had, too. None of them were speaking. They, like me, were fixed with the strange stillness of the water. Mesmerized by the way its surface rippled and sparkled despite the lack of ambient light. 

At the front of the boat Damien scanned the water with his torch. Meanwhile I was sitting across from Frank, Collette and Madame Aishe. They all seemed pensive, all except for Madame Aishe. I got the impression that she was nervous. Scared, even. If I hadn’t learned from her that the dead can die again, I wouldn’t have understood. 

But I did.

I flexed my cut palm, felt the throb of pain, and looked over at Frank. “Why me?” I asked.

Frank tilted his tall neck down and met my eyes. “Why what?”

“Why me and not Damien?”

“His blood wouldn’t have cut it. No offence.”

Damien wasn’t listening, and if he was he hadn’t acknowledge what Frank had said. 

“How did you know, though?” I asked, “How were you so sure?”

“Because of what you are.”

“Seriously? Because I’m a sorceress?” 

Frank nodded. “Don’t you understand just how rare and powerful your magick is? I mean, it isn’t just your magick. It’s your blood too.”

Collette nodded in agreement. “A true sorceress does not come but once in a hundred years. The last sorceress I knew of was a German witch. She was a hunter of evil, a champion of light. Her magick was a beacon for European witches to live by.”

“She sounds awesome,” I said.

“She was, but she was soon overcome by enemies. Sorcerers make many of those.” 

I pressed my lips together. “I’m sorry,” I said.

“It iz fine, I did not know her. Only of her.”

“Have there been any American sorcerers?” 

Frank shook his head. “Not that I’ve read about. But if any sorcerer came to the States it would have been to escape whatever enemies he made across the pond.” 

“Ah, but one sorcerer did come to the Americas,” Collette said. “A sorcerer’s magick is passed through the blood.”

“So you’re saying that my mom or my dad could be sorcerers?” 

“A parent, yes, perhaps. But the Power can lay dormant for generations and suddenly awaken. Zere would be little way of knowing besides tracing back your family roots.” 

“Remind me to hit the books when I get topside,” I said to Frank.

Frank nodded.

“So I guess that’s why your magick is on the fritz then, huh Frank?” I asked.

“It isn’t so much on the fritz as it’s… stunted. But there’s an element I could tap into if I wanted to sully myself with it.”

“What element is that?” I asked.

“Shadow,” Collette said.

“Shadow? That’s not an element I’ve ever heard of. Fire, water, earth, wind, and spirit, sure. But not Shadow.”

“Like the Goddess, Spirit has three faces,” Collette offered, “A light, a neutral, and a dark. We call the dark Shadow.”

“And the light?”

“Lunar.”

“Why am I only learning about this now? This isn’t in any of the books I’ve read.”

“There are some books you just can’t find on amazon, sweetheart,” Frank said. “Think about it. Wiccans call it calling the quarters—not the fifths. Humans don’t know the real truth.” 

I had to think about that for a moment. When Damien first told me about True Witches he had mentioned that the religions of the day all took something from the truth about magick. Resurrections, Gods, miracles; everything came from one single truth about the world and the universe as we know it. Magick exists. 

And if Magick exists, anything and everything is possible.

But it also meant that no single religion held all the cards. Wicca seemed to be the closest to the truth, at least to me, but how did that account for the miracles performed by Catholics? Or the truths the Abrahamian religions knew about the invisible dark forces that haunt humanity? Forces that I had come into contact with personally. 

“I need to know more about this,” I said, “If I’m a sorceress I need to trace my line. I need to know who I am and what it means.”

“It means zat you’re rare, zat you’re powerful, and zat you must take special care to protect yourself,” Collette said. “I said before that zere are people who would take your power and exploit it. I meant it.”

“It also means that you’re like a sponge for magick, and that your power is as easy to mold as play doh,” Frank said. 

“But… why? I mean, if we believe in fate, then why me?”

Frank shook his head. “Beats the hell out of me. All I know is that Damien and I are about as useful down here as fucking car ornaments. We’re counting on you to make sure we don’t get killed so that we can figure this out with you—isn’t that right, Damien?”

Damien barely managed to look back. He nodded, but I could tell he was still miles away. Madame Aishe sat next to him, but she wasn’t saying much either. She was staring into the water as we cut along its surface at a slow pace. The ferryman was masterful with his oar, swinging right along his left side and left along his right in a fluid motion to keep the ship sailing quietly forward. It was almost mesmerizing to watch his hands move with such precision. Though, strangely enough, the rest of him didn’t move at all.

I shuffled closer to Damien and Madame Aishe in my seat, ran my hands through my hair to tighten the pony tail on my head—my hair was sticking out all over the place, I was a mess—and rested my hands on my lap before directing my gaze at Madame Aishe. She turned, as if she knew I was looking, and faced me.

“Why do they call this the river of bone?” I asked. 

Madame Aishe glanced at the surface of the water once more, then back at me. 

“Bones are a symbol for memory, here,” she said, “Like bones, memories don’t ever truly decay. They may be buried, lost to time, and forgotten. But they can be excavated, cleaned, and picked up again. This river washes old memories and brings them to the fore, so that the dead cannot forget the living.”

And so that the living don’t forget the dead, I thought. I hadn’t said anything but my mind had drifted to the memory of my grandfather, Jacob, and my grandmother Violet. I was equally close to both of them, but I lost them one after the other—my grandfather to a heart attack, and my grandmother to a broken heart. I wasn’t sure why they had come to mind until now.

“There are many rivers in the Underworld,” Madame Aishe said, “Great rivers with strong currents and strange properties. Their main purpose is to carry lost souls from one place to the next, but they also connect large towns and serve as landmarks.”

They carry lost souls, I thought, and I blinked away the tears. Now I knew what Damien was looking for. 

“Damien,” I said. He turned his head and glanced at me. “She’s not in there.”

Damien didn’t say a word, but he didn’t have to.

“We helped her move on. Lily moved on.”

He nodded, and I was sure that part of him trusted me enough to accept what I was saying as truth. But I could see the want in his eyes even in the faint glow from the lantern resting at the center of the boat. He wanted to see Lily in the water. Maybe to talk to her one last time, to say one or two last comforting words to her. To tell her that he loved her, maybe, or that he missed her. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, from out of nowhere. 

“Sorry for what?” I asked.

“For what I did to someone as good-natured as you. I’m sorry, Amber.”

I was rooted. Struck silent. What could I say? What should I say? “It’s okay,” I said.

“It isn’t. I did you wrong, and I need you to know that I’m sorry, and that I’ll never lie to you again.” 

“We’ve all got our issues, Damien. I don’t need you beating yourself up about this any more.” 

Damien nodded, but his look was solemn. “I won’t. I just needed you to know.”

“And I do. For what it’s worth, I had a great time with you. Natalie is a lucky girl.”

Bonk.

No one saw land approaching from the black. Damien may have seen the stiff, rocky shore if he weren’t looking at me, but we all lurched in unison, surprised. All save for the Ferryman, who simply stopped moving mid-stroke and waited for us to depart. 

Madame Aishe  was the first to stand and disembark, followed by Frank and Collette—who dropped two lead coins on the deck before stepping ashore. I was the last to leave, Frank and Damien both waiting to help me off as they had helped Madame Aishe and Collette. 

When I looked back the Ferryman was pushing off, drifting silently into the black. The lantern on the prow glowed for a moment as the boat whispered away along the quiet river, and then the light was snuffed out as if by fingers made of darkness.

“We must hurry,” Collette said, “We are running out of time.”

And she wasn’t kidding, either. No sooner did the words leave her lips that she doubled over, clutching her stomach, and dropped to her knees with a loud thud. I rushed to her side, as did Frank and Damien, to stop her head from hitting the rock but we weren’t fast enough. Blood trickled from the wound on her left temple and, suddenly, the Necromancer didn’t seem as fresh as she had been a moment ago. It was as if all of the energy in her had been sapped from her body in one giant breath. 

The underworld giveth and the underworld taketh away, right?

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

 

“Collette,” I said, cradling her head, “Can you hear me?” 

She nodded, weakly.

“Are you alright?” 

“I think so. I… just… felt weak.”

“Do you know why?” 

“I… I think… it knows. It knows we are here, zat we have made it zis far.”

I glanced at Frank and scanned his concerned eyes. Here we were; four witches and a ghost, barely aware of our surroundings, where we were going, or how we were going to get out of this mess when it was all finished. Because, yeah, that was something we would have to do. I shuddered at the thought of having to cut myself again to bleed for the ferryman. 

“Do you know where it is?” I asked Collette.

“I think so. But I need a moment to concentrate.”

We helped her to her feet and gave her a moment to think. The gypsy seemed uneasy, which was a strange sight to behold given that she was dead. Although here, with us, she didn’t look all that dead. I wanted to ask her, many times, how she had died - ask her to explain her story to me - but I didn’t think it was appropriate. Would she take offence to the personal nature of the question? I mean, you can’t get much more personal than asking someone how they died. Can you? 

“Madame Aishe,” I said. I would ask her, but I would do it carefully.

She turned to me. “Yes?” 

“I’ve been wondering—”

“How I died?”

“If you don’t mind telling me, of course. I just… it isn’t very often I get to talk to a ghost.” 

“I understand,” she said, “It is a question often asked in the Underworld. Everyone wants to know how you died.”

“So, how did you? And… when did you?” 

“My death happened yesterday,” she said, “Although since in the Underworld time has no meaning, yesterday could be a month, a year, or a hundred years ago.” 

“You don’t know?” 

She shook her head. “It would be impossible for me to know.”

“And do you remember how it happened?” 

“An illness,” she said, “When I was alive, medicine was not easy to come by. A strong fever could take one’s life just as easily as one can snap their fingers.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“It was a long time ago, child. I don’t need sympathy. Death, in any case, is not the end. Only change. Many people forget that.” 

I knew this was true, since I had found plenty of life down in the Underworld so far. Their existence here was the same as the one I had in the world of the living, only—I guess—this life had more magick in it. 

“Why didn’t you stay?” I asked. “Did you have any unfinished business?” 

“I did stay for a time,” she said, “My brother… he was with me when I died. And as I crossed the threshold I held on to the idea of watching over him, of protecting him, and accompanying him through his life journey.” 

“And your will alone was strong enough to keep you here?” 

She nodded. “The dying will is a powerful thing. I remained here, lingering in the world of the living. I watched him mourn, find his happiness, find a wife, and have children. But when the fever came for him, I was powerless to stop it from claiming his life.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I nodded.

“I watched him float away from his body and disappear into the woods, lost and disoriented. I couldn’t call him fast enough. With his life severed, my business was done. The floor opened beneath my feet and I was dragged down into this place.”

“Do you know where he is now? I know many years have passed, but—”

“No,” she said, “I do not know where he is.” 

Madame Aishe fell deathly silent. Watching her now, she almost looked like a statue, standing perfectly still and staring into the darkness above us. I craned my neck up to see what she was looking at but the endlessly high ceiling of the cavern swallowed all light and for a moment I wasn’t sure whether I was looking up, or down into a bottomless pit. I supposed it didn’t really matter which. In that moment I felt like I could fall upwards, or that something could descend to get us all – like those spiders from the town we had passed through. 

I hadn’t noticed that we had started walking again until I smacked my knee on a protruding rock and almost went over. A bright flower of pain opened up and I bit my lip to stifle the moan. 

“God dammit,” I said, groaning anyway.

“Are you okay?” Damien asked.

“Yeah, fine, it’s just so damn dark in here.” 

“We should have grabbed some of those torches back at the town.” 

“Yeah, we should have. Although I’m not sure where we could have found some.” 

“I can see where we’re going,” the gypsy offered, “Follow me and we will be fine.” 

The gypsy was at the front of the line, only a pace in front of Collette. The tunnel we were shuffling through was barely shoulder width in length and we could only go in one at a time. Frank was in front of me and Damien was at my back; though maybe I should have taken up the rear, given that I had magick I could throw around should it come to it.

Had I been so lost in thought I had forgotten to even protest when Damien urged me to walk in front of him into the tunnel?  

“Collette,” I asked.

“Yes?” Her voice was weak. Soft. 

“If it knows we are here, can it… manipulate us? Our thoughts?”

“I do not know. But it is not impossible. This is its natural domain.”

Fuck.

It knows. There would be no element of surprise for us. Worse, it would have time to prepare, to plan out a defense. To carefully arrange its resources so that we would walk right into whatever trap it wanted us to. Now, walking through the tunnel, surrounded on all sides by impassable rock, I felt the weight of fate descending on my shoulders once more. 

The night I cast a hex on my old boyfriend was the night I set the wheels of fate in motion, and since then my decisions had not been my own. Everything that had happened to me and that would happen to me in the hours, nights, and months to come was decided long ago—and I’ve just been going with the flow ever since. Rolling with the punches.

Sure, I had learned a few things along the way and made some friends I wouldn’t otherwise have made. But, maybe I would have made them anyway. Maybe they, too, were destined to be here in this tunnel with me right now. What if they, too, had done something to get on Fate’s shitlist just as I had?

I felt it now like a solid truth as impossible to deny as the heat of the sun, and as heavy as all of its incredible mass. The tunnel was a metaphor. I could not side-step Fate, only go forward along the path until… until the path opened. And it had to open somewhere. I had to be given a choice sometime. 

Everybody has a choice.

Then, suddenly, the path opened. I felt it first in the widening of the tunnel. My shoulders were no longer caressing the rough rock walls to my side and the air wafting into my nose and mouth tasted a little less like old sofa. Then, as I stretched my arms on either side of my body, I noticed my vision starting to come. 

The world was black at first, but then it slid from black into dark blue, and the black now had shape and form. And through the darkness I noted spots of… gold? Spots of gold light surrounded by halos of pale yellow were starting to show at the far end of the cavern. Windows. They were windows!

The pale squares of light – they looked like squares now – though dim gave the building they were nestled in a shape I could identify. Tall and grandiose, a monolithic building stood out of the darkness like a beacon and I wanted to run to it. I was like a person who had been lost in the woods for days only to stumble onto a house with light, people, power, and food inside. 

But Damien grabbed my arm before I could move. Frank, too, shot me a guarded look that said careful without saying a word.

“Collette?” I asked.

She stared, wide eyed, at the structure and almost went back a pace or two. I had to grab her hand and pull her steady to stop her from tipping over. Part shock, part weakness. I worried for her. She really didn’t have much time left and if we were going to do this we had to do it now, and we were only going to get one shot at doing it too.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The house,” she said. “The house, I know zis place.”

“You do?” 

She nodded. 

“Zis is ze boarding school I spent most of my teen years in. My parents sent me to Switzerland when I was a girl to study privately. But I… while I ‘ave not seen zis building in real life for many years, I see it in my nightmares.”

“What’s an old Swiss school doing in the middle of the Continental United States?” Frank asked. 

“Ze underworld does not conform to our understanding of geography. It is what it needs to be, where it needs to be.” 

Collette let out a cough so hard it sucked the breath out of her lungs. 

“Damien,” I said, “Take her.” 

Damien took Collette’s hand and sat her down on the ground. He sat with her, enjoying the opportunity to rest up for a moment—even if it was only for a moment. I watched him offer her a bottle of water and she downed the whole thing. It was as if she hadn’t taken a sip in days. 

“Collette, do you know why this Shadow of yours is showing us this building?” I asked.

She shook her head, but her eyes… I knew she didn’t want to tell. This wasn’t exactly the time to start keeping secrets, but it also wasn’t the time to go asking for explanations. Shit. 

“Frank?” I asked.

“I say we go in,” he said. “If it knows we’re here it would have tried to kill us already—if it could.” 

I didn’t need to hear anymore. 

I turned to Damien, knelt next to him and Collette, and looked at them both. “I need you to stay here,” I said.

Damien’s eyes widened in alarm. “What? You can’t go in there by yourself.” 

“I’m not,” I said, “I’m taking Frank with me. But Collette can’t move. I don’t want to risk hurting her and we don’t have a lot of time. If we’re going to find this thing I need to get in there and get back out fast. You need to be the one to protect Collette until we’re done.”

Collette gave me her solemn, weak eyes. She knew I was right. “You have done so much for me,” she said, “I have put you through so much already.” 

I nodded. “And I need you alive so that you can help me like you promised, so you need to stay here.” 

“I will go with you,” the gypsy woman said.

“Are you sure?” I asked. 

She nodded. “You need a guide still, and I have nothing here.”

I stood up. “Alright,” I said, “Damien, if you see any sign of trouble, run back to the river. We’ll meet you there. Otherwise… we’ll be right back.”

Damien nodded and the three of us – Frank, the gypsy and myself – broke off and made tracks toward the building. 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

 

 

We approached the wrought iron fence which though crooked and dilapidated encircled the entirety of the manse like a suit of armor. At the fence’s center there was a gate, and it was ajar. Beyond the gate, standing tall amidst a section of picnic tables and benches, there was a tree. A tire swing hung listlessly from its branches, swaying against a non-existent wind.

I hadn’t even stepped into the manse and my heart was running.

“Amber?” Frank noticed I had stopped moving. He came up beside me and looked over the park, saw the swaying tire, and also stood still.

“C’mon, let’s get this over with.” 

Frank and I went across the front yard toward the building but I noticed our trio of footsteps had become a duet. I stopped and turned around and found Madame Aishe staring at the side of the building. Reading her emotional state wasn’t difficult—she wore her emotions on her sleeve—but the intensity of her emotions threw me off. Instead of worry I saw outright dread on her face. Instead of fear, terror. It seemed as though she was incapable of expressing mild emotion, but if what I had learned about ghosts was true, it wasn’t surprising. 

I wasn’t a stranger to TV documentaries about paranormal investigators prodding around in the dark with cameras, digital recorders, and a whole host of gadgets with the sole intention of capturing evidence of the paranormal. They filmed in infra-red, giving the show a spooky night-time feel and often times caught strange and inexplicable voices and flying orbs on camera. I had never done any of that myself but it was something that had always fascinated me. 

Maybe if I had a friend who was into paranormal investigation I may have given it a try, but I never did. So I settled for enjoying the TV shows whenever they were on, some of them were good, others were downright awful. Especially those which featured “mediums” who could connect with the dead; every spirit was evil, to them, and every evil spirit was a demon. 

A lot of it, I thought, was just dramatization—for the cameras, you know. But the field of paranormal investigation was a big one. Hundreds of thousands of people were into it, and many, many more bought into the theories they put out there. One such theory was that a ghost wasn’t so much the spirit of a person, but the echo of that person’s passions. If that was true, it explained why the gypsy seemed terror-struck and totally rooted to the spot where I had only been slightly fazed by what I had seen. The question was, then; what had she seen? 

I walked up to her, took her by the hand, and she looked at me. For a moment I thought she was going to scream. She opened her mouth wide, her eyes too. I wanted to back up, to flinch, but I didn’t. I held my ground and comforted her. Told her that I was here, that it was okay. 

The gypsy calmed down and nodded. “I am sorry,” she said, “I didn’t mean to frighten you.” 

I shook my head. “It’s fine,” I said, “What did you see?” 

Now she shook her head. “I would rather not say. But we should get inside.”

“Please,” I said, “I need you to tell me what you saw.” 

I turned my gaze upward to try and make out what she had seen but was met with windows and concrete. Some of the windows were dimly lit, others pitch black. Some windows, I saw, had burst open from the inside, and that sent a hundred tiny hands crawling up my back. A set of cream curtains had spilt out of the broken window and was also swaying with a breeze imperceptible to my own flesh. 

Had she seen someone standing in one of those windows? 

No time to think about that now. I tugged on her arm and we headed up the small stony steps leading to the oaken front door of the building. It was faded coffee with black iron flourishes and a set of golden door knobs tarnished with time. I thought they looked like stars that had burned out; still bright, reminiscent of a younger time, but smaller now, pale and dead. 

What, I wondered, would be waiting for us on the other side? Would this Shadow play the subtle game and let us wander before ensnaring us in its trap? Or would it reach out and grab me the moment I turned the knob? My heart was racing, hammering now. I could feel it in my temples, the palms of my hands, and even in my shoulders. 

I grabbed one of the knobs and turned, not stopping to wonder if the door would be locked or not. As I expected the door gave way with a groan and a stale breath rushed out to greet me. Hello, it would have said, I’ve been expecting you. But I stepped on inside ahead of Frank and the gypsy and stared at the wonderful décor around me. 

There was light in here. It cascaded dimly from candles suspended high up along the ceiling. The light was too high and too dim to show outside, but inside it cast playful shadows around the walls and over the floors and exaggerated the different features I could see before me. 

A grandfather clock stood to my right along a wall, ticking away at a slow tempo – slower than what I would have expected a second to have been. Beside the clock I noted a beautiful end table – brown and rimmed with gold – and a tall brass vase, empty save for the broken remains of an umbrella. And along each wall there were gothic, black light fixtures, all devoid of bulbs. 

Frank and Madame Aishe entered the house behind me and the door roared shut before they could speak. The candles in the ceiling fixture burned bright and hot, so much so that wax was starting to drip from them. Then the light fixtures on the walls lit up, despite the lack of bulb. 

I staggered back, closer to Frank and the gypsy woman. We stared in silence for a moment while the activity around us ceased, and it did. There was light, now. We could see easily enough, though the light was ghostly and pale. A dull brown instead of gold. It was like looking at the world through a sepia lens. 

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” Frank said. The gypsy also nodded. 

“Alright,” I said, “We’d better get going and find this thing. Collette doesn’t have enough time.” 

I had barely taken three steps into the hallway when a loud crackling sound caught my attention. The crackling was replaced by an electronic static, then by the whirring sound you might hear in the space between radio stations. Then the sounds quieted down, and someone spoke.

“Welcome,” said the voice. It was mechanical, distant, but feminine. I couldn’t find the source of it but I got the distinct impression that the voice was coming out of some kind of old PA system, out of speakers built into the wall somewhere. A distant, echoed laugh. “I’ve been waiting for you.” 

“Who are you?” I asked into the ceiling.

“Who am I? But you already know, don’t you red witch?”  

Frank nudged me and we continued to walk down the hall. “You’re the Shadow,” I said, “You realize that you’re killing her, don’t you?” 

“Oh but I do,” it said, “Unfortunately, you mistake me for an entity that cares.” 

“You should care. If she dies, you do.”

“And you know this… how?” more and more the voice was beginning to sound like Collette—that delicate, sweet, soft voice of hers. Like honeyed silk, only without the French accent.

“There are rules,” I said, “Rules that not even you can avoid.” 

“Yes, rules, indeed. But every game has different rules and this is a game you, my dear, have never played before.” 

“Why don’t you come out and show me how to play, then?” 

“All in due time, red witch. First, I would like you to become better acquainted with my mansion. Meet my guests. Drink some wine, eat some croissants. Please, make yourselves at home. You are, after all, not leaving anytime soon.” 

“I could tear this whole house down if I wanted to,” I said, my voice low and threatening. 

“Ah, but you won’t. Because then you’d be killing all of them, too.” 

“All of who?” 

When we turned the corner into the parlor I saw them.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 22

 

 

The parlor was easily three floors high with a veranda that ran all along the left beyond which I could see the closed doors leading to other bedrooms. The room was easily as long as a regulation size tennis court, at the end of which sat a fireplace that could eat a car. But the size of the place wasn’t what struck me. It was the amount of people standing around. Some were sitting at the oaken table which stretched for miles across the room. Others were standing by the stacks, some leaning over the veranda, and others, still, sitting on arm chairs arranged around circular tables. Their faces, every last one of them, were glassy and expressionless. None of them moved or spoke. They were like statues, save for the odd twitch or blink. 

“As you can see,” said the voice, “If you tear this mansion down, you seal the fate of every last soul in here. And I know you care, don’t you red witch?” 

“I don’t owe these people anything,” I said.

“And yet you care nonetheless. This is part of your humanity, a trait I do not possess.” 

“Why are you showing me this?” I said. 

“Because I want you to see what I am doing here. I want to show you the extent of my power, my influence. I want to offer you something.” 

“Offer me what?” 

“Linezka.”

My heart jumped into my throat, squeezing my windpipe and taking away my ability to breathe. I turned to Frank in search of guidance, but he could only mouth the words “I don’t know.” 

“Ah, Frank,” said the voice, “When I see you, I don’t see a pawn. I see a Rooke. Or a Bishop, maybe. The wise one, the guide. Unfaltering, unwavering. I see experience, a man who has tasted the darkness and returned – whole – to warn the world about it.” 

“Oh stop it,” Frank said, in a mock voice. “You’re gonna make me blush.” 

“I can bring them both back, Frank,” said the voice. “Although maybe this would be a gift you can share with Damien.” 

Frank’s eyes darted around the room. For a moment, a split second, I saw his composure crack. I heard what the voice had said, I knew what it had just implied. It was talking about Joanna and Lily. Lily was Damien’s sister but the pair of girls were Frank’s best friends. His coven. 

I took Frank by the elbow and squeezed, shaking my head. “Fuck you,” Frank said. “You’re gonna have to do better than that if you want to play with my head, you twisted little piece of shit.”    

“You would stop insulting me if you could only see past your own perceptions of what is possible and what isn’t. Even you don’t know just how vast the world is, how powerful magick really is.” 

“We’re done talking,” I said, “Show yourself and face us or I’ll tear this place apart – I swear to the Gods.” 

Silence, now. My heart was racing, my skin was on fire, and the Power was coursing through me ready to strike. Would I really tear this place down? Probably not. I doubted I could so much as start a campfire with my mind or fling an arm chair from one side of the room to the other. Not without succumbing to extreme exhaustion. But I bluffed all the same.

“Think about my offers,” said the voice. “Just, think about it.” 

A screech, a crack, and the voice was gone. It was like the Shadow had just… hung up on us. And there was no way to trace the call. 

I turned to Madame Aishe. “Do you know who these people are?” I asked.

She shook her head. “I believe they are lost souls,” she said, examining the closest one – a man in his thirties with a pair of broken spectacles and a white buttoned shirt on. “I do not recognize them, but they look… like they’re spellbound.” 

No one was moving. They truly were like statues. I passed in front of many of them, staring into their glassy eyed faces, and got nothing from them. No intelligence, no emotion, no movement. It was a strange thing to see the dead look even more dead. How was it even possible?

But it was. The Shadow was magick, and its power was necromantic – power over the dead. This thing had all of these ghosts under its control, and if I didn’t act fast it would take Madame Aishe too. But there was something else, too, something that Frank noticed. 

“Come take a look at this,” he said. 

I approached, and he was staring at a woman – she was young, maybe in her late twenties – and she, like the others, was also glassy eyed and lost in a daze. But something was different about her. A kind of pale glow shimmered around her. Not quite like a halo, but more like an aura. It was muted, pale and blue, but it was there. Not all of them had it, but she did. 

“What do you think that is?” I asked.

“It is their energy,” said Madame Aishe. “The closest they have to a life force. It is the necromantic power that animates them. Us.” 

“Do all ghosts have it?” 

She nodded.

“So then why do some of them show it and others don’t? You don’t.” 

“No,” she said, “The intelligent ones keep it hidden from the rest of us. If one can see your life force, they can steal it.” 

“Steal it?” 

“A ghost can consume another ghost in order to become more powerful. It is akin to cannibalism, but it is possible. If they have the power to see your aura and interact with it.” 

“And they’re showing it because they can’t defend themselves,” I said. “But why?” 

“Because that’s how this Shadow is staying alive while Collette dies,” Frank said. “It’s using them. Feeding off them.” 

I swept the room and noted the number of ghosts with auras around them. It seemed, now, like they all had one. Seeing their auras was like seeing a planet’s atmosphere from space; a bright thin line of light tracing the body’s extremities. Some had an aura which was vibrant and fresh, while others were subdued and muted. 

“It’s feeding off them slowly.” The thought alone turned my stomach inside out. 

Frank nodded. “That’s what I’m getting. It’s savoring them. Rationing them. I guess they don’t all taste the same.” 

“That is not it,” Madame Aishe said, waving her hand, “Their auras regenerate after a time. It is recycling them… that way, it will be able to use them indefinitely.” 

“Is there a way to free them?” Frank asked. “Maybe we can wake them up or something. Maybe they can even help us!” 

“I doubt it,” said Madame Aishe, “Whatever magick holds them is strong. I am simply happy it has not also affected me.”

I stared at the woman ghost before us. She was pretty, and I couldn’t see any distinguishing marks on her body. I guess I thought the wounds they died with would show somewhere, but I was wrong. Or maybe her wounds were internal. Maybe she hadn’t suffered any wounds before dying. I didn’t know. All I knew is that I had to get her out. Her and everyone else trapped in this mansion. 

“All magick can be countered,” I said.  

Frank checked me a look. “Listen, witch, I know you’re going to get all gung ho about this, but do you have any idea what you’re going to do?” 

“I’ll carry them out one by one if I have to. Maybe if we get them far enough away it’ll break the spell.” 

“Shake enough of them loose, and the Shadow will starve,” said Madame Aishe, all wide eyed with excitement. 

I nodded. “That’s the plan.” 

“And just how are we going to get all of these people out? There’s gotta be fifty or sixty of them in here. You think the Shadow’s just going to let us walk out of here with them?” 

“No,” I said, “Shit, Frank, I don’t know. But it’s all we have.”

Frank, now, nodded too although it took him a moment to muster the gesture. Was it… fear… I saw on his face, now? I wasn’t used to seeing Frank afraid. I couldn’t remember the last time I had even seen him afraid. Certainly not earlier on with the spiders. That wasn’t fear. But his brows were furled, now, and his leer was gone. His lips were thin, eyes narrow. More than once I caught him looking over his shoulder.

“You are not used to so much death,” said Madame Aishe.

Frank turned to her. “I’m alive, so… no.”

“It would do you well, then, to see these people as alive. They were once, after all.”

“I guess you’re right.”

“Stand back,” I said.

Frank stepped away, urging Madame Aishe to move back with a gentle nudge of his hand. 

I surveyed the room and took a quick guess of the number of people in here. Fifty sounded about right. That gave me an idea of the kind of power I would need to use. I closed my eyes and took a breath, clenched my palms into fists and allowed the Power to work through me. Buzzing tingles sent my skin flying into a frenzy of goose flesh as I steadily concentrated on producing more power, more energy. 

I wouldn’t move them one by one – they would all go at once.

When I opened my eyes I thought I had lost a foot in height. Only it wasn’t that at all. The ghosts surrounding me were floating, now. Levitating a clear foot off the ground. They were all floating! 

Frank stared on in awe. His jaw would have dropped all the way through the wooden floor if it weren’t attached to his skull. “Alright,” he said, throwing his hands up in defeat, “Yours is bigger than mine. You win.” 

The slightest knock to my concentration could’ve caused my magick to come crashing down like a house of cards, but it held. And it held strong. I could feel it oozing out of me in waves, pulses that travelled all across the length of the massive room. I felt like I could’ve ripped the whole damn mansion out of its foundations and lifted it up to the world of the living if I wanted to. 

I turned my head up to the ghost woman to my left and pictured her floating toward the front door behind the rest of her… people. Using only the power of my mind, visualizing what I wanted to happen in my head and then willing it to be real, I spun the woman with a huge, invisible finger, and nudged her in the back so that she would float. 

She moved, and so did the others. 

They were moving! At the edge of my senses I felt for the front door to the mansion and swung it open, despite being far enough away that the distance between me and the door would have left me a little out of breath if I tried to run for it. Frank and Madame Aishe began to walk behind the ghost woman who had been closest to me, and I followed the three of them, watching the catatonic phantom as she drifted listlessly across the room.

But then the ghost stopped floating. It was as if my magick no longer had a hold on her, or my power had been overridden by a stronger power. She craned her neck around with an awful snap, eyes glaring with hate and rage, and that single terrifying movement caused my concentration to shatter into a million pieces.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 23

 

 

A shrill, terrified scream escaped my lungs. 

The ghosts had dropped to the ground and turned on us. In an instant the room erupted in a cacophony of inhuman hisses and howls. Deafening. I had to grab hold of my ears to stop the pitch from piercing my ear drums, but hot blood was already flowing. It spilled out into the palms of my hands and trickled down my wrists, warm and sticky. 

I couldn’t hear, but I could run – and hell if I did. 

Ghosts in the underworld, it seemed, conformed to the laws of physics. That was comforting. For a moment I imagined them leaping into the air and floating across the room toward us, descending from the skies like crows to peck at our eyes. But they didn’t.

Frank was ahead of me, Madame Aishe behind me, and being that the ghosts were halfway to the front door before my spell broke, we ran toward the back of the room. Frank reached for the nearest door beneath the veranda and yanked it open. 

I ran through and emerged on the other side into a carpeted hallway. The lights –they were lights this time, not candles – along the walls were flickering wildly, punctuating our escape in strobes of yellow light. At the end of the short hall I took a hard right into what looked like an external wing. One side, my left, was lined with windows which led to nowhere. 

“Run!” I heard Frank say.

Down the hall, running past the featureless windows, their curtains fluttering with the backdraft I caused as I went. I was aware that, behind me, Frank and Madame Aishe were running. I didn’t think to stop and look, but I knew it was them. I didn’t have to look. What I had to do was find a way out.

We had a head start on the ghosts but I was certain they were after us, and as I recalled the way the woman’s neck turned around and the look on her face, I decided I didn’t want them to catch me. I didn’t know what would happen to me if they caught me. Would they pummel me to death? Maybe. Eat me? Did ghosts eat? I supposed that some of them did, or at least they pretended to, remembering in the instant between breaths, what I had seen back at the tavern in Missington; ghosts eating and drinking fire water at the bar. But these ghosts weren’t pretending. They were under the Shadow’s spell. If it wanted them to eat us, they would. 

A hard right came up and I took it, and I came face to face with the long hallway leading to the front of the house. The front door was open and the coast was clear, so I bolted as fast as my legs would take me. My heart hammered against my chest, ears burned from the pain of the screams and howls of the dead, but I ran and ran and ran until… I realized that the hall was stretching.

It was stretching! 

I was inside a nightmare, running as fast as my body would allow but getting nowhere. Worse, Frank and Madame Aishe were behind me, and they too noticed the stretching. 

“What the fuck is going on?” I said, heaving.

“It’s playing a trick on us!” Frank said, “We have to fight it!” 

Fight it? With what?

The PA system crackled and moaned and that dreadful voice came through. It was laughing.

“How do you like my little abode, little dears?” it asked. “I trust you have had time to consider my offer?” 

Running seemed pointless, now. The hall wasn’t getting any smaller and I had no idea how to fight the shadow’s magick. Was I supposed to fight shadow with shadow or banish the shadow with light? 

“How long before you tire?”

“Fuck you!” I said, snarling. “Why don’t you come out and face us?”

“Not until you have given me your answer.” 

Linezka. It knew. Somehow, it knew. Maybe it was more a part of Collette than I had thought, like a Siamese twin or a symbiont. 

Or a parasite.

“We’re done playing your games,” Frank said, “You don’t have the power to bring the dead back to life any more than you can kill us outright.” 

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” said the voice. “I may not have the power to bring the dead back to life or kill you outright yet… but I don’t need to do the latter for myself.” 

At that moment, I sensed something. A chill ran down my spine like a hundred tiny spiders. It was as if I had picked up on a burst of emotion so powerful I felt it even without looking for it. 

Anxiety?

I turned my head and searched Frank and the gypsy’s faces, but neither of them seemed to be the source. At least not to me. Was it the Shadow, then? Was it anxious? And if so, about what?

“Show yourself,” I said again, “I won’t talk to the air but I’ll talk to you.” 

For a moment silence fell, and in the silence I could see Frank’s eyebrows curl inward, questioningly. The gypsy, too, seemed puzzled by my sudden change of heart. 

The moment lingered, and in the silence I was able to catch my breath, to touch the Power at the core of my soul and tap it as if to ready it. Then a door opened to the left of me and I damn near jumped out of my skin. 

The door was brown and covered in the same wallpaper as the rest of the hall. No wonder I hadn’t seen it. Didn’t seem to have a door-knob, either. I suspected it was one of those doors you had to push into until it clicked before it would open. A secret door. But its mouth was dark and ominous, and I had no idea where it led. 

A trap, maybe. Its lair, possibly. I didn’t think the Shadow was stupid enough to not have a contingency in mind, should I decide to attack, though. It knew who I was, after all. Knew I was the red witch. Wherever the dark passageway led was its domain. I would be no better off down there than I was up here. The choice was obvious.  

I moved toward the door.

“You’re not thinking about going down there, right?” Frank asked.

“I have to,” I said, looking over my shoulder. “Collette is dying. For all I know she’s already dead.” 

“She isn’t,” the gypsy said, “Have faith, and we will make it through this.” 

I nodded. As long as I had friends beside me I knew I would be ok. Damien and Frank had followed me all the way into the underworld, despite their stunted ability to do magick. For a witch, that was like stepping out into a cold winter street without clothes.

And still, here they were. Here Frank was. Tall and lanky and, for lack of a better word – impotent – but here all the same. And then there was the gypsy, who could have easily stayed in Missington and forgotten this whole thing, but she risked her life, her second chance at existence, for me and for Collette. 

I turned toward the open black maw and stepped inside. 

The darkness was total. I had to feel with my hands for the walls to keep me steady as I descended down a flight of stairs to which I couldn’t see an end. I turned my neck up and saw the gypsy’s shadow breaking the light coming from the hall. She took a few steps down too. But before Frank’s comforting silhouette could break the light pouring through the opening the door slammed shut and we were plunged into an even thicker, more complete darkness.

It wasn’t just the absence of light. It was the absence of sound, air, and feeling. It was the absence of life. 

“Frank!” I said, but he couldn’t hear me. “Madame, are you there?” 

Maybe I hadn’t spoken at all, only thought that I had. What if the door I had stepped through wasn’t a door into a basement at all, but rather into some under layer of the underworld? A dark space within the darkest of places. 

But I had spoken, because the gypsy had heard me, and replied. “I am here,” she said.

“Thank the Gods,” I said, “Can you get the door open?” 

“No,” she said.

“We have to get out of here. Now. We can’t just leave Frank out there on his own. He’s defenseless!” 

“And in here,” the gypsy said, “So are you.” 

In one fluid movement the gypsy pressed the heel of her shoe into my chest and pushed hard. I could feel myself tipping over, my arms pin wheeling back in a desperate attempt to balance my imminent fall, but I couldn’t stop what was about to happen. I never got the chance to see the steps rise up to greet my face, shoulder and back as I collapsed down them like a rag doll, but I felt the pain of every last knock. Hot and sharp, stiff. I saw stars. And when I hit the ground I blacked out.

Or at least I thought I did. 

In the darkness of the cellar I had fallen into it would have been impossible to tell whether your eyes were open or closed. But as the moments passed I became aware that the world around me was spinning. The shadows around me began to shift and move just as the real world would after taking such a tumble.

I tried to sit up but my body was wracked with pain. Every joint, every muscle in my body felt like it had been softened with a mallet as a butcher might tenderize a cut of beef. 

Then a light clicked on above my head. It buzzed and glowed dim and orange. And in the light I saw the gypsy, staring at me from the top of the stairs. Only she wasn’t glassy eyed like the rest of the ghosts in the mansion. Her movements were lucid, intelligent, and she looked every bit the same person she had been the whole time we had known her. She had chosen to do this to me. 

I thought back to that night when the mad Sheriff had tied me up and thrown me in the back of his car. I didn’t suspect him of being capable of doing what he did and never really learned the reasons why he did it, but I saw much of him in her eyes. That same desperate look shone through her face like a beacon. 

A figure broke my line of sight and my eyes were pulled to it. To her. Her. 

It was Collette.
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No, it wasn’t Collette. It couldn’t be.

The French Necromancer was with Damien, away from the house and outside of the Shadow’s influence. At least, this was my hope. I could have laughed at how my mind prioritized the wellbeing of my coven over my own. Here I was, in a dark, dank cellar, hurt, betrayed, and face to face with a powerful entity—which looked remarkably like Collette—and all I could think about was Damien, Frank, and, of course, Collette. 

“Bonjour,” she said, “That was quite a tumble.” 

Struggling against the pain, I put all of my effort and magick into an upward thrust that sent me hurtling to the other side of the room and on my feet. I turned, opened my palm, and raised it toward the Shadow, alternating between aiming my imaginary weapon at the ghost and the shadow. 

“Such power,” said the Shadow, “You truly are an impressive specimen, red witch. Even here, in the depths of the underworld, your power flourishes; unaffected by death’s draining energies.” 

She wasn’t entirely right. I felt like I could collapse at any moment. My body ached, my mind felt like wet cake and I just wanted to go home and sleep, but I couldn’t. I had to stand and fight. Show no weakness.

“Was this your plan?” I asked, “To trick me into separating from my friends?” 

She shook her head. “Your friends were of no consequence,” she said, “But I wanted to make sure you and I could have a conversation without distractions.” 

“And your lackey? She’s a distraction.” 

“Again, she is of no consequence. A pawn in this game.” 

“So why don’t we skip to the end part and we finish this game so that I can help my friend?” 

“Collette?” she asked, waving her hand in a dismissive gesture. “She is no friend of yours, red witch. She is a Necromancer. A black witch. She’s using you for your power.” 

“Is she? So why is she the one that’s dying out there?” 

“Indeed… is she?” 

I… paused. Gods, I paused. A tiny fissure manifested in the concrete wall of my composure and I paused. “What?” I asked.

The Shadow grinned a wicked smile. “Tell me. How certain are you that, right now, your friend Damien isn’t dead?” 

“I’m totally certain,” I said, perhaps a little quickly. 

“Are you? The bead of sweat travelling down your face says otherwise.”

“You’re lying.”

“Maybe. But what about Frank? He’s still up there, somewhere. Fending for himself against a horde of hungry ghosts. How long do you think he can run before exhaustion catches up with him?”

“Are you going to tell me what you want or aren’t you?”

A drip-drop stole my attention for the barest of instants. Water? Dripping down here? I knew this house was a facsimile of Collette’s school, a very convincing one too, but did it really have running water? The pipes, crisscrossing the ceiling above my head would have had me believe that it did. 

“What I want, my dear, is simple,” she said, then paused. “I want to exist.” 

“But you do exist. Here.”

“Ah but it isn’t much of an existence, is it?” 

“I don’t know. The underworld isn’t so bad.”

“Perhaps, but the world of the living is full of delicious souls, ripe souls, people whose inner light could help me achieve levels of power no other witch has ever reached before.” 

“They aren’t yours for the taking,” I said, scoffing.

“I don’t expect you to understand. You are the red witch, but you are young. Your vision is narrow, yet. You fail to comprehend how utterly insignificant the world truly is when compared to the magnitude of the universes.” 

“I don’t need to care about those things. They may as well be fiction to me. This planet is my home—”

“And if you wish to defend it, you had best beware of the things that lurk in the space between stars.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“What I mean, red witch, is that I will give you your little planet and spare your precious humans if you would only allow me… to devour the spirit of Collette.” 

“I don’t—”

“I understand, it sounds incredulous that I would ask of such a thing, but you will not be without reward.” 

The thing that looked remarkably like Collette approached. She licked her lips and smiled. For a moment I found myself paralyzed. The gypsy was still on the stairs, I was vaguely aware of that, and in my mind I was still trying to figure out how I could use the running water in the pipes above my head to my advantage. But when the Shadow started to advance, I lost myself.

She was close enough to kiss, now. The slightest of movements could have closed the distance between our faces and I found my body flushed at the thought. The Shadow tilted her eyes toward the floor. It was the talisman around my neck which drew her eyes. Of course, the talisman! I was supposed to use it and the urn to trap the Shadow and deliver it to Collette. 

In one swift movement the Shadow clutched the necklace and yanked it off my neck. She tossed it across the room and it flew like a bullet toward the wall on the other side before shattering into a million pieces. The smell of rosemary filled the air but was snuffed out by another, more noxious smell. It was strong and pungent, like a bag of potatoes that had been left in the cupboard for too long and had rotted away to a mushy, fly ridden goop and the smell - Gods, the smell - seemed to come to me, encircle me, and meld into me.

“I will prepare you for the challenges you will face,” she said, “I will even give you Linezka; the dead thing that would wish to consume your lifesblood. All I ask for in return is that you give me Collette, and that you stand back and watch me devour this woman here.”

She turned her head toward the gypsy. My eyes widened. I could feel my heart beating hard against the pressure points in my neck and ears. I wanted to scream! Get out! But the words didn’t come. My fire didn’t come. I was paralyzed, stricken with a deathly cold that wasn’t so much cold as it was… a kind of enervating air.  

“What?” the gypsy asked.

“Yes,” the Shadow said, advancing on her, now. “You have served me well, but your time is up.” 

“No!” she said, “You promised me life! You were to give me a body. I was to go back home and see my brother safely across in his final hours!” 

“That’ll teach you to trust a Necromancer, won’t it?” 

The gypsy turned and made a run for the door at the top of the stairs, but shadowy tendrils leapt out of the darkness and yanked at her hair and arms, pulling her to the ground with a loud thud. She was sobbing now. Weeping, even.

“What do you say?” The Shadow cocked her head toward me and grinned. “Two lives in exchange for the lives you will save when you come into your power.”

Come into my power? I thought I had already come into my power. I wanted to speak, to ask, but the terrible smell surrounding me made it difficult to concentrate all of a sudden. My body was starting to go cold. I could feel the fumes seeping into my pores, getting under my skin and swimming alongside the red blood cells in my veins. It made my skin break out into goose flesh, but I fought the urge to scratch, to do anything besides remain in the moment. In the room. 

“Two lives?” I asked.

The Shadow smiled. “Two lives.” 

The gypsy’s eyes widened like a deer caught in headlights. 

“And you will not harm another living being?” 

She bowed. 

I turned my gaze to the gypsy who sat on the ground, shadowy tendrils as thick as power cables wrapped around her wrists and snaked into her hair, eyes pregnant with fear, and considered. I didn’t think I would ever find myself truly considering something like this. I mean, what do you do when the devil hands you a delicious red apple? You understand that taking it is wrong so you hesitate, you hold on to your sense of duty or honor or morals. 

But if he tells you to take it or he’ll kill your family, morals quickly become irrelevant.

I felt something like that happening to me in that moment. Felt the weight of the Shadow’s promise weighing down on me like the weight of the world. What if I really was unprepared? What if Collette wouldn’t be able to siphon the information I needed out of the Shadow? What if, when they joined again, they remained two separate people? Would I miss my chance? Would I regret having held on to my morals instead of doing what I should have done and accepted the thing’s offer? 

I took a deep, long, drawn breath. “Fine,” I said, “I accept your terms.” 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 25

 

 

It was a quick snap.

One move and the Shadow was on the gypsy, hands outstretched, the gypsy raised a clear foot off the ground by the tendrils extending from the dark parts of the room. I watched for a moment, stiff, heart pounding, as the Shadow coaxed the gypsy’s aura to radiate from her body without saying a word and knew that now, while her back was turned, was my chance. 

It was now or never. Do or die. 

I glanced at my blood-caked palms and flexed my fingers, and as I willed the Power to come flowing out of me I sensed… something else. The smell was back. That awful, rancid thing that made me feel cold and hot, repulsed and drawn. Then it was gone, just like that, and in an instant of clarity, of total understanding, I knew exactly what had happened. 

The power of the talisman was mine. 

I leapt at the Shadow’s back with my palms outstretched, adrenaline coursing through my veins, and grabbed her by the sides of the face. She screamed, wriggled around to face me, and flung me across the room with the power of her mind. My back slammed against the concrete with a thud and I fell, spent, to the floor, aching and hurt. 

“How dare you!” the shadow said, “You said we had an agreement!” 

I stared the Shadow in the eyes and narrowed my own into slits. “I lied.” 

Using magick to propel my body up from the ground I threw myself at the Shadow, tumbled with her, and pinned down her wrists. Shadow tendrils shot out of the darkness and groped for my extremities. One cold, thick cable of shadow wrapped around my waist and lifted me off the ground. Another went to my neck and I felt my windpipe seal shut, crushed under the power of the Shadow’s magick. 

But I pistoned my hands toward her face, clasped it tight, and envisaged her essence splitting apart and being sucked into my palms. I was calling on magick I had never before used, power that came from the fifth point in the pentacle, Spirit magick. But as I worked the magick through the focus point of my own body it didn’t feel like the power was coming from somewhere else. 

It was coming from me, from within. 

Breathless seconds passed and I watched as the Shadow’s face began to crack. She was like a piece of glass fracturing under immense pressure, streaks of obsidian cutting through porcelain skin. At any moment she could crack. Any second! I only had to hold on. Just hold on and don’t pass out!

“No!” She wailed wildly, and the entire house above us trembled under the weight of her banshee scream. 

The shadow tendril around my neck pulled tighter. I thought my neck was going to snap or that in any given moment my head would pop like a balloon! The world receded, fading, fading… fading. Then a loud smash echoed throughout the basement and the tendrils around my neck went limp. I could breathe! I sucked air in as hard as I could and coughed from the fiery pain in my throat, and as the air worked its way into my lungs the world stopped swimming and came back into focus. 

The basement was lighter, now. The Shadow, who was once between my legs and on the ground, was gone. All that remained of her was a small pool of inky black water, some of which had ended up on my palms. 

Then it came. 

I lurched and doubled over, clutching my stomach. In the back of my mind an image began to form – that of a beast of shadow bashing against a cage, frenzied, raging, and screaming for release. I wanted to throw up. To let it out. To stop the pain. But how could I? I had managed to capture it in a moment of surprise, but it was a powerful entity – way stronger than I had anticipated and maybe even more so than me.

I wouldn’t get a second chance.

It came again, hurtling toward the cage around my soul. I lurched, choked, brought my hands to my mouth to hold back the vomit… and succeeded. The pain went and, without waiting for another charge, I rose to my feet.

The gypsy was standing in the corner of the room, now, her hands up to her face, terrified. I approached.

“No,” she said, “Please, I beg mercy. I was tricked!” 

But I didn’t want to hear it. “We have to get out of here,” I said, “Collette is dying.” 

The gypsy, still terrified, lowered her hands and nodded. 

I rushed up the stairs, grabbed the door knob and yanked it hard. The door opened with a screech, as if attempting to resist me – to deny my egress – but it yielded and I stepped through. And as my foot touched the carpeted floor of the hall Frank pivoted around from behind the door and nearly whacked me over the head with an empty candle holder.

“Witch!” he said, “I could have killed you just now!” 

“Frank!” I threw my arms around him. He was hurt, a little scratched up, but otherwise okay. “C’mon!” 

Frank led the charge out of the mansion. The ghosts who had followed us earlier, and the ones who had kept Frank busy during my stint in the basement, were still around. And while they looked dazed and out of sorts, they seemed now to be confused and bewildered as opposed to mind controlled. A fact I was most thankful for. 

Because if they were still around, still trying to kill us, I don’t think we would have made it to Collette before her candle burnt out. She would have died in Damien’s arms, and I wouldn’t have known what to do with the sticky, cold thing caged up inside my soul. Fuck, I still didn’t know what to do with the thing caged up inside my soul! I figured I would just make it up as I went and transfer the thing to Collette. 

But time was not on our side. I hadn’t been keeping track, but it felt like we were running out of time. And remembering the way Collette looked more like a ghost than the ghosts in here did make me wonder whether she would even have the energy to perform the necessary spell.

I would have to wing it and hope for the best. 

So we ran, like bats out of hell, along the path leading away from the mansion and found Damien and Collette exactly where we had left them. Relief washed over me like a rush of warm water. Damien was alive. The Shadow had lied. Of course, I knew that. In my innermost self I knew that he was okay and that the Shadow was lying. 

“There they are!” Frank said. 

Damien stood bolt upright. Collette was on the ground next to him, her head rested on the backpack Damien was carrying. He was waving for us to hurry. Shit. Collette. She didn’t have much time. I could see it in the urgency on Damien’s face. 

We closed the gap and Damien asked for the necklace. 

“I don’t have it,” I said.

“What? Where’s the shadow?” he asked.

“Inside me. Step back.” 

Damien did, and I went to my knees beside the woman who lay still and dying at my feet. I brushed her hair, called her name, but she didn’t move. Her eyes were wide open and unblinking, and her skin was as cold as ice. As cold as the underworld. Cold as the dead. 

“How…?” Damien asked, but Frank cut him off. 

“This isn’t the time for questions, Damien,” he said. 

“Hush, both of you!” I said.

I could feel the Shadow rebelling in the pit of the cage I had built for it. It knew what I was doing, knew where I was. That the Shadow was dangerously close to being thrown back into its original body wasn’t news to it, but it was powerless to stop me. Thrash as it might, my cage had grown strong in the time since its incarceration, and now its rants and raves were as distant and as painless as a whisper. 

“Collette,” I said, “If you can hear me, I need you to fight. When this thing comes in, you need to fight. You need to take control.” 

Collette didn’t move. Her chest slowly heaved, in and out, but the movements were weak. Any one of them, I feared, could be her last. But her breathing was holding, and that gave me hope. Hope that I still had time. Even if what I was about to do had little chance of success and even more chance of an epic disaster. 

I could kill her. Severely injure her. Or, worse, the Shadow could take over her body entirely. The risk was high, but what choice did I have? Keep the Shadow locked away in my inner prison? For how long? Sooner or later it would escape. I could feel it plotting even now as I prepared myself to deliver it into Collette’s near catatonic body. 

One mistake, and it would slip from my fingers like a fish.  

Not wanting to hesitate for another second, I pressed my hands against Collette’s chest – on the space just above her breasts – and closed my eyes. In my mind I called up the image I had been given before, the image of the beast charging wildly at the bulwark of my soul, and unlocked the gate. The beast paused, checked the gate, and swung it open. And as the thing’s energy came rushing out like a flood I imagined it running through tunnels of light from my chest to my arms, to my wrists, to my palms, and into Collette. 

Her chest heaved and her body stiffened as if my hands were defibrillators. A pulse of black energy, a shockwave, radiated from us in all directions sending Damien, Frank and Madame Aishe sprawling to the ground. My hands went cold. Ice cold. I wanted to break away, to stop the cold from turning into pain I couldn’t handle. I watched as the tips of my fingers went black, then the blackness crawled over the knuckles and consumed more than half of my palms. 

Numb. 

My fingers could have fallen off and I wouldn’t have known if I wasn’t looking at them. And if this was happening to me, what was happening to Collette? Her skin was hidden beneath the black dress she was wearing, but I could see small blue veins appearing on her neck and cheek. Was she dying? Was she dead? 

I pulled away from her and feeling returned to my fingers. Blood, warmth, and color came rushing back. I cradled them and warmed them with my breath, happy that none of them had fallen off, but Collette wasn’t moving. Her eyes were closed, now, and her skin was white. Her lips blue. She was a corpse. 

“Amber,” Frank said, struggling to his feet, “Are you okay?” 

Damien stood too and rushed to my side. He took my hands in his and stared at them wide eyed as the blackness receded completely, the skin returning to its natural light pink. “Is she…?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. “I mean, look at her.”

My hands trembled as the fear came rushing to me like the specter of death, descending from the dark ceiling of this terrible, bleak place. 

“Collette?” I asked, leaning over her again. “Please wake up.”

The veins on Collette’s face receded like little blue snakes wriggling into the safety of Collette’s neckline. A burst of color flushed to her cheeks, lips, nose and brow. She heaved one great, deep breath and opened her eyes, but I didn’t smile. Not yet. I didn’t know if this truly was Collette or if… if the Shadow had won whatever internal struggle had taken place inside her mind. 

Assuming there was enough of Collette left in there for her to fight.

She turned her head to me, eyes sparkling, and blinked once. Twice. “Amber,” she said, “I’m… alive.” 

I nodded. “You are.” 

Collette patted herself down and then took my hands, which were still resting on her chest. “Please, help me up,” she said, and I did. We rose to our feet and I stared at her with Frank, Damien and Madame Aishe at my back. I couldn’t tell if this was the real Collette or the Shadow disguised as her, wearing her skin like a killer wears a mask.

I should have thought of a secret word or a handshake, something for Collette to identify herself with. But would it have mattered? When the reintegration happened, wouldn’t the Shadow have access to all of Collette’s memories of the time they spent apart? Assuming the Shadow had been somehow unlinked from Collette’s physical mind during their separation. 

“Are you… okay?” I asked.

“I am… I feel… whole,” she said. Her French accent was like music to my ears, her vibrancy like a beautiful sunset, warm and welcoming. 

She struggled to her feet, shook off her daze, and flexed her fingers. I watched, waited, and hoped that we had actually rescued Collette and not given the Shadow what it wanted. But when she looked at me and smiled my fears began to fade into the aether. 

“Collette?” Damien said.

The Necromancer looked at him and nodded. “Thank you. All of you,” she said, “You have saved my life. Now let me take us home.” 

Sweeter words had never been said.

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 26

 

 

With Collette’s magick restored she had the power to rip open a portal wide enough for us all to get home without having to back track through the Underworld, a fact I was truly grateful for. She extended her hands out in front of herself, clasped at empty air, and pulled the black apart to reveal the warm light of day, but as we made our way through and entered the world of the living we realized that we had travelled far. Real far. The trees, the hills and the mountains we were in put us at almost fifty miles north of Raven’s Glen!

Still, stepping into the cool, fresh breeze with the sun shining brightly in the East was like stepping into a warm, scented bath. I sighed, took in a deep breath of clean, living air, and smiled at the Horned God of the Sun, Helios, for seeing us safely through the ordeal. 

No sooner had I stepped through the portal that I pulled my phone out of the waterproof bag Damien had been safely holding onto and called Aaron. It took me a moment to get a signal, but when I heard his voice on the other end of the line, my heart soared. 

“Aaron!” I said. 

“Amber? Fuck. Where are you?” 

“I’m… I don’t know. I’ll have to track my position in a second. I just wanted to hear your voice.” 

“Are you okay?” 

“Yeah, a little cut up but I’m fine. We’re all fine.” 

“Did you do what you wanted to do?” 

I glanced at Collette who, in the bright noonday light seemed more out of place than a cactus in a marsh, and smiled. “Yeah, we did. Can you pick us up?” 

“I’ll get changed right now. Text me your location and I’ll come get you.” 

“Alright. We’ll find the nearest road and walk there.” 

“Be careful, okay?” 

“Believe me, finding a road and getting down there will be a piece of cake compared to what we’ve just been through.” 

Aaron laughed. “I bet. Alright, sit tight.”

I hung up, google-mapped our location, and sent it to Aaron while Frank and Damien waded out of the black portal to the land of the dead and back into the material world. We had emerged on a hill somewhere. All around us were trees, soil, grass. I couldn’t identify any landmarks but I also couldn’t see the city from where we were. 

With a wave of Collette’s hand the portal shut—and we were clear.

“Are you guys okay?” I asked.

They nodded. 

“I’ll be damned if I go into another cave anytime soon, though,” Frank said, “Don’t you dare ask me to do this again.” 

“With any luck I won’t have to,” I said. “Collette… how do you feel?” 

“Like myself,” she said, smiling. “I have not felt like zis since… a very long time.” 

I turned to Damien. He was clutching the urn against his chest, careful not to drop it. In my mind’s eye I could see the gypsy woman behind us, shimmering like a hallucination and tied to the urn. I smiled, and she smiled back. 

I had forgiven her for what she did to me. She only wanted to come back to the world of the living, to finish her business and move on. I didn’t know that ghosts could be thrown into the underworld against their will, but that was the case with her. She knew that, somewhere, up here, her brother roamed the world searching. Lost. She knew she was the only one who could help him cross over, to make the transition. Only then would she be able to move on to whatever existence awaited those ghosts who were allowed to transcend. I wasn’t sorry for her, but I understood. 

I would sell someone out for my family, too. It didn’t make me a bad person to think that, either. Anyone would, right? Family comes first. Always. Whether it’s the family you’re born with, or the family you choose. Blood is thicker than water, and down in the Underworld the water ran black and cold. 

So Collette bound the ghost to the urn, which had been hers in life, and suffused her with the power to leave the Underworld. As a Necromancer it was Collette’s duty to assist the dead, not just manipulate them. So I left it to her to decide how best to help Madame Aishe. Despite her betrayal she had helped us cross the river and taught me a few things about the Underworld I wouldn’t have otherwise known. 

Damien gave the urn to Collette and she stepped lightly down the rocky slope. The rest of us followed, but Frank pulled me back and asked me to wait. We watched Damien and the French Necromancer help each other on the way down for a moment before—

“So how about you tell me about this werewolf of yours.” Frank said. His tone was stern, and it scared me a little.

“I, uh,” I said. 

“This is serious shit, Amber.”

“What? I didn’t think to tell you because… I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it.” 

“Big deal? You remember what those cultists wanted, right? What was written in their book?” 

The wolf, the demon and the witch.

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Then you know that if you and Aaron have a kid—”

“Woah, isn’t it a little too soon for you to be talking about us having kids? We’re just—”

“Madly in love, I know. You can’t pull the wool over my eyes, honey. I’ve been in love too many times. I know the signs.” 

“We’re careful!” 

“Careful doesn’t have shit on Fate, witch. You of all people should know that.”

Hot fumes rose into my chest. My relationship with Aaron was special to me. Sacred. I didn’t like having it questioned. Not by Frank and not by anyone.

“Frank, I—”

“Listen,” he said, before I could speak, “I’m not about to tell you how to run your life. Hell, I like Aaron. The guy’s fucking hot, and I would sell my own sister to step into the sack with a werewolf.” I blushed bright pink. He wasn’t wrong there. Aaron was a beast in the bedroom, but also gentle… and generous. “But if you have a kid, Amber, that child will be hunted, cursed, and will probably live a very tough life.” 

“I know,” I said. “I know, Frank. But I, I want to be with him. I deserve him, dammit. I’ve been fucked around one too many times by guys. Aaron is different. But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I didn’t come clean sooner.” 

Frank took me by the hands. His touch was soft and nice, despite the fact that his fingers were caked in dirt and blood. “I’m your friend, Amber. Your brother. I’ve got your back.” 

I nodded. It was comforting to hear Frank’s words spoken aloud. I always knew they lived in his heart of hearts, but hearing them touch my ears was melodious. 

“Hey guys!” Damien was yelling from the foot of the hill. “Are you coming down or what?” 

“What are we going to do about her?” Frank asked.

I cocked my head to look at him. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, is she going to leave or is she going to stay?” 

I turned my eyes down to Collette. She was a stranger here, a foreigner in a foreign land whose powers were as mysterious to me as my own but also coated in a layer of mistrust, like a poisoned dagger. 

“She stays,” I said, “She’ll stay in Raven’s Glen and she’ll join our Coven. I helped her with her problem, and now she’s going to help me with mine.” 

“Do you think you’re ready for that?” 

I turned my face up at Frank and grinned. “I am. Are you?”
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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.”
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As always, if you did enjoy this please be so kind as to go back to where you bought the book and drop a review with your thoughts and comments. Indies thrive on reviews, and I’m happy for each and every one I get. If, on the other hand, you did not enjoy the book, please feel free to drop me an email at author@katerinamartinez.com and let me know why.

 

Happy reading!

 

Katerina Martinez

www.katerinamartinez.com
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THE NECROMANCER

Amber Lee Mysteries

Book 3


ISBN-13: 978-0-9583032-3-1 

 

Copyright © 2015 by Katerina Martinez. All rights reserved Cover uses images © 2015 Shutterstock. 

Published by Katerina Martinez.

Visit: www.katerinamartinez.com 

 

***

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 

AUTHOR’S NOTE: KATERINA MARTINEZ

 

At the time of this writing it is the 20th of April, 2015.

Welcome to the third installment of the Amber Lee Mystery series. I expect you have some reading to do so I’ll keep this short. I just wanted to take a moment to thank you personally for having read this far and for supporting my works. This series is my very first stint into the world of writing—my beachhead, if you will—and I am humbled by your decision to pick my books out of the vast ocean of books that’s available to you.

Writing books isn’t an easy thing to do. I often hear folks saying that they couldn’t do it or that they don’t have the mind for it, and up until now I thought that perhaps all they had to do was sit down with their ideas, organize themselves, and the books would come to you like the horizon to a ship. But in my short stint as a writer I have found that the ideas aren’t the problem, nor is the organization. Writing books is a marathon run, and most folks have to really dig deep to find that inner fortitude. 

Myself included.

I have never attempted something as large as what I am attempting to do now. Often times I find myself overwhelmed by the sheer amount of forces standing in the way of a writer who wants to make a living from their craft. Money, time, support, endurance, and—of course—skill, are all obstacles that a writer has to overcome if they want to succeed. And sometimes it’s hard to see the light at the end of the tunnel. 

I guess what I’m trying to say here is this; if you’re a reader, you are about to read a book that a real person has fought hard to write. Because every book is hard to write, and no matter how strong an author looks on the outside, they have bled to write it. And if you’re a writer, I have news for you: it doesn’t get any easier, but if you push hard and dig deep, there’s a world of satisfaction waiting for you on the other side of that finish line. 

So keep running.

 

Katerina Martinez

 

DEDICATION

 

To Fairy Violet. Thank you for being my friend and supporting me.
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