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THE RED WITCH

Amber Lee Series

Book 6

 

 

By Katerina Martinez

 

A hunter becomes the hunted. A witch faces down her nemesis. The stakes have never been higher.

 

The veil of shadows surrounding Amber's nemesis is lifted when a contact of Collette's comes forward with information he claims is valuable. The catch? He's all the way in Berlin, the German capital, and he isn't leaving his circle of protection for any witch. Amber's decision is easy, but living with it isn't; not when Aaron comes out of left-field with a question she wasn't sure she was ready to hear until she hears it. 

 

In this spine-tingling chapter, Amber must travel to Berlin and learn whatever Collette's contact knows about Linezka. He could be the key to unmasking and defeating her, or at the very least become an ally in the fight, but a mysterious, supernatural of communications sees her separated from the rest of the coven back home, leaving her and Collette alone to defend against whatever the devil's witch and her minions have in store for them. 

 

Meanwhile, back in sleepy Raven's Glen, an ill wind blows; and Frank, Damien, and Aaron are about to run into trouble of their own...

 

 

 

PROLOGUE

 

 

I couldn’t remember when it had all started to feel like one big dream. 

It was almost as if the left side of my brain, my most logical self, rebelled against the very notion that I had just spent any amount of time in a realm out of myth. Moron! That wasn’t real. You’ve just been asleep, duh. But I wasn't asleep. I could feel the ache in my bones, the strain on my eyes, and the steady pulse of blood against my skull. 

Only a few hours had passed since we climbed out of that hole in the ground and Aaron picked us up, but with every passing minute, the memory of that harrowing experience was fading, sailing away on the evening tide. Part of me was grateful for it. But the other part screamed out in protest, and demanded that I catalogue as much of what had happened as I could. 

So I spent the ride home in silence, holding tightly to as many fragments of memory as my willpower would allow. As soon as I got home I raced into the attic, yanked my Book of Shadows from off my altar, and wrote. I didn’t care about the dirt on my skin, under my nails, and in my hair; the only thing that mattered was the book, the story, the experience. 

Get it on to the pages, I thought, tell their story, if not for them then for you.  

Aishe.  

The Shadow.  

Missington.  

It all matters. It’s all important. This is the kind of thing one shouldn’t just forget.  

My hand was throbbing and my head was feeling at least three sizes too big by the time Collette stepped out of the shower and found me at the kitchen table, pouring myself onto the pages of my book. She approached, rested a hand on my shoulder, and with a touch snapped me out of my writing frenzy. I must have stared at her blankly for ages before finally blinking, shaking my head, and snapping out of whatever trance I had been in. 

“Are you alright?” she asked. 

“Yeah,” I said, clearing my throat with a cough, “Fine. How was your shower?”  

“Like a kiss from ze Goddess. Thank you.” 

“Don’t mention it. I wasn’t about to let you go back to that stale little cottage, cute as it may have been. You deserve a warm bed after what you’ve just been through.” 

“What we have just been through,” she said, correcting. 

I nodded and closed the book, stood, stretched. It felt good to stretch, like my body was sighing after a long day at the mill. “I guess it’s my turn,” I said. 

“It is. Do you mind if I read what you have written? I fear I wasn’t myself in ze Underworld, and I would like to see what happened through your eyes.” 

“Knock yourself out. I only wanted to get it all down before it left me.” 

Leaving Collette to my Book of Shadows wasn’t a difficult decision to make. Wiccans are very particular about their books, the content being private and personal to the Witch. A Book of Shadows is at once a journal of experiences, a repertoire of spells, and a compendium of notes and thoughts on the witch's individual opinion about Magick. It was in an almost literal sense a window to one’s most secret self. But I trusted her not to go snooping around and, in any case, there wasn’t anything in there I wouldn’t have told her freely if she had just asked. 

As I headed for the shower I was reminded of that night during Mabon. It was September 23rd last year and I was sitting in my room up at Evan’s family home up in the woods. This was the night Damien had shown me how to do real Magick, the night he stole into my room to teach me the secret truths about the world he had been wanting to teach me about since we met. I had been trying to write in my Book of Shadows for the first time, but I couldn’t even think of a name to call myself by, let alone figure out what to write inside it. But now the pages were starting to fill up with detailed notes on my experiences with the demon, Aaron’s transformation, the cult that tried to have me killed, and my own magical development. That stuff was private, sure. But not to Collette. 

Not if we were to become sisters. 

It would be nice to have another sister, I thought as warm jets of water washed the last twenty-four hours off my body. Eliza was—and always would be—my sister, but I could no more share my magick or my stories with her any more than a mother could tell her daughter of all the sexual partners she had been with in her lifetime. If HP Lovecraft had taught me anything, it was that there were things man was never meant to know. I may have taken a step away from being human, but Eliza hadn’t; and I didn’t want to bring her into something she was never meant to be brought into. 

Yes, Eliza was and always would be my sister in spirit. And then there was, of course, my actual biological sister who lived out East with her husband. The sister I didn't often speak to and would only see on the very rare occasion my family bothered to organize some kind of big event that calls us all back like dogs to supper. I couldn't tell her anything about my secret life either, and I guessed it was better that way. Secrets were like juggler's balls; try to juggle too many of them at once and one of them was bound to slip through your fingers. 

I didn’t linger in the shower. Aaron had gone out to get us a bite to eat and, given that he was probably due back at any moment and I didn’t want to miss a single second of dinner, I decided to finish quickly instead of savoring the sensation of warm water revitalizing my tired flesh. As it turned out Aaron hadn't arrived yet and the growling of my stomach caused Collette to perk up.

“You look refreshed,” she said. 

I smiled. “Thanks,” I said, “I needed that like I need a cheeseburger.” 

“Something to eat would be nice.” 

“Why are you always so proper?” I asked as I approached. She was wearing a pair of black leggings and a long shirt. They were my clothes, of course. The Mistress of Darkness didn't have her own wardrobe yet. 

“I’m not sure I understand," she said. 

“You haven’t eaten a proper meal since I met you,” I said, taking the other seat by the kitchen table. “So why can’t you just say yeah, I’m fucking starving.” 

Collette smiled. “I don’t normally curse.” 

“I’ve heard you curse.”  

“No you haven’t.”  

“Haven’t I?” I wasn’t sure anymore. My face scrunched up as I tried to recall a moment where I had heard Collette swear, but I came up short. “Alright, fine. I’ll just have to get used to it since you’re gonna be living here.” 

"Living here?” she asked. Her right eyebrow curved into a perfect arch, giving her a Morticia Addams kind of air. I could totally see her in a black-and-white movie on the silver screen, performing a soliloquy with a skull in her hand and a snake coiled around her neck. “What do you mean?” 

“You heard me,” I said, “I don’t want you to look for another place. I want you to live here, in my house.” 

“Amber—” 

“Collette,” I said, taking her hands, “This isn’t the time for you to be humble. Let’s both just agree that it makes sense, okay?” 

She swallowed, pensive, but nodded, and her agreement made the butterflies in my stomach start dancing. Not since Eliza had anyone besides me lived in my house, and seeing as my place had come under attack more times than I cared to think about there was no denying that I needed a roommate. Besides, Collette didn’t have a place to stay, and I had a house that was too big. You’re damned right it made sense, even if immigration couldn’t know about it. 

I didn’t remember Collette ever mentioning the details of her Visa, after all. 

“I would very much like to live here,” Collette said. 

“Good. You look like a clean roommate, so I think we’ll get along fine.” 

Collette smiled, but it started to curve downward until it settled into something a little more somber, more serious. It was as if clouds had rolled in and snuffed out the light from the sun on a bright spring day. 

“What is it?” I asked. 

“You understand zat... now I have to tell you what I know, yes? About ze person who is hunting you.” 

My stomach went cold, and suddenly the grumbling I felt earlier didn’t much bother me anymore. “Must we?” I asked. 

“We could wait, but…” she trailed off. 

“I’m sorry. I’m ready. I don’t want to wait. I was just hoping for a little normalcy after all this.” 

“Normalcy isn’t a word ze Red Witch will ever know, ma chèrie.” 

A soft sigh escaped my lips, but I knew this was coming. My life as a regular person, a normal person, was over the first time I used magick; and a part of me knew that for a long time. This knowledge compacted what could have been a life-shattering moment into an easy pill to swallow. I shuffled around on the chair and made myself comfortable. 

“Alright,” I said, “Tell me what you know.” 

Collette paused to find her words. The wind was rustling through the trees outside causing them to hiss softly in the night. When I heard a car rolling along my heart leapt high into my throat, and my body warmed. Aaron was back from Joe’s, I thought, and with him, food. But the car kept going down the street until the droning of its engine faded into nothingness. I relaxed. 

“Zere are many Witches in ze world,” Collette said, “My Power has allowed me to travel to many places and encounter many Witches, good and bad, and learn about their secret lives and histories. I have spoken to a High Priestess of Selene, shared a meal with the cult of La Signora del Gioco, and done battle with a Shaman of Táltos. Ze world we live in is full of players in a cosmic game, but none play ze game more ruthlessly zan ze Witch I have come to know as Linezka.” 

The word sent a shiver through my body and caused me to shudder. I had never met this woman, never seen her face, and the thought of her sent my skin on fire. “Tell me about her,” I said, despite myself. 

“Ze stories are many,” she said, “Stretching far across both time and space. Her name does not appear in many texts, but her presence can be felt regardless. It iz said she has gone from place to place, destroying whatever Witch she could find zat did not bow to her and her power. Many have tried to stand up against her and failed, destroyed by ze might of ze ever growing cult zat surround her like wolves protecting their master.” 

“Why? I mean, why would she go around doing that? To what end?” 

“As zey say, 'absolute power corrupts absolutely', and ze corrupt care only to seek out more power. She was once a Witch like you and me, but no longer. She iz something else now; part Witch, part… I don’t know. Her power is matched only by ze influence of her cult.” 

The story was vexing. Collette had me hanging to her every word, and her sultry French accent had nothing to do with it. I found myself drawn to the story, watching it unfold before my mind’s eye as if it were real, like a play on a stage. Part Witch, part something else. What was the something else? Part demon, maybe? She had command of at least one such entity that I knew about, and a cult of men who weren’t quite human. 

Or at least she had a cult. 

“Aaron cut her cult up,” I said, “The night he transformed, he… I watched him do it. Every single one of them died. Where is her power if she doesn’t have her cult?” 

“Ze tip of ze iceberg,” Collette said, dismissing the fact. “She has more followers than you could imagine; zealots who drink her blood for a measure of her essence and will die for her if she asked. Zere will be more. And zat is why we must be ready for her. Zat is why I came to you; to help you defeat zem.” 

My head started to spin. I watched Collette shrink and grow for a moment until I could right myself with a pinch to the thigh. When my vision snapped back I shook my head and sighed. “What can we do? We’re just a bunch of Witches.” 

“A bunch of Witches and a Werewolf,” she corrected, “And with my powers returned, I will teach you ze art of Shadow Magick. Together we will prepare ourselves for her next attack and when she comes we will defeat her. We have no choice, Amber.” 

“Yeah, I figured she wouldn’t just leave me alone of her own accord.” 

Collette shook her head. “She knows you are ze Witch spoken of in ze prophecies. Your blood is powerful—holy, even—and Linezka wants it, but we will not let her have it. I will die before she takes it.” 

Die. Death. The thought of anyone dying at the hands of this mad Witch wrapped itself around my throat and squeezed so hard I lost the ability to breathe for a moment. If there was any truth to what Collette was saying—and I had no reason to doubt her—, then we were dealing with some epic business here; the kind of business that puts a person’s life on hold. 

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.”   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 1

 

 

The summer had come and gone, and the dreams had gone and come back. 

The sky was overcast today, grey and miserable, and the evening wind had regained its ability to bite and snip at unprotected skin. From the kitchen, I could hear the bedsheets I had hung out to dry earlier snapping in the wind outside, could smell the stink of ozone that heralded the approach of a storm, could feel the very earth opening up to accept the incoming rain as if it had never tasted water. 

I've got to bring those sheets in, I thought as I watched, but my body chose not to move. So I continued to gaze out of the window, my eyes drawn to the way the clouds above rolled on, grey, greyer, and greyest, pregnant with rain and lightning. They reminded me of Lily, Damien’s sister, and that thought in turn reminded me that it had been a year ago, almost to the day, where I crossed the line from reality into fantasy. 

It was a year ago I had dreamed of Collette and of Aaron, met Damien and Lily, experienced a blessing from the Crone herself in the shape of a bountiful harvest on the day of Mabon, and had my first brush with death. These memories had started to seem far and distant during the summer, like a shore that had receded to the point where the makings of sunken ships could be seen. But as the nights went on and the dreams came back I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was coming full circle; that the tide of memory was returning, and that much like the impending storm about to hit our sleepy town, something big was about to happen. 

Then again, maybe I was just being paranoid. 

A strong pair of arms wrapped themselves around my waist and in the window's reflection Aaron’s face melted into view. I took his hands in mine, brushed my cheek against his, and enjoyed the warmth of him, the smell of him. Aaron always smelt so good; that manly musk that seemed to be his and his alone. It wasn’t cologne, either. He never wore any. It was a natural, magnetic scent.

“Hi,” he said. 

“Hi yourself,” I replied, smiling. 

“What are you doing?” 

“Washing dishes.” Well, I started, at least.  

“Not using the dishwasher?” 

“It’s full,” I said, turning around and kissing him lightly on the lips. He was like a walking remnant of the summer that had passed; warm to the touch, hair as golden as the sun’s rays, and eyes as blue as a bright July sky. 

Aaron’s arms tightened around my body, and he pulled me closer to him. He kissed my lips, my cheek, my neck, and buried his nose in my copper hair. “I’ve got something to tell you,” he whispered. 

My body trembled as his voice tickled my ear. “What’s that?” I asked. 

“I would like nothing more than to take you right here on this counter, just like old times.” 

I could have melted, then, like ice on a beach. Any other day I may have ripped his clothes off and had my way with him just like old times, but I was too caught up in my own head to react. Flash images of our furious, sweaty interludes came rushing forth, riding upon the backs of waves forming as the tides of memory rose and began to crash against the shore. 

“I would like to remind you,” Frank’s sharp voice shot through the air, shattering my thoughts and reeling me back into the moment, “That you aren’t the only people living in this house now and as much as I enjoy a good show, I’m hungry.” 

I peered over Aaron’s shoulder just as Aaron craned his neck to look at Frank’s tall, skinny, lanky form and we both laughed. He was wearing a pair of batman leggings, a black vest, and a pair of checked Doctor Marten boots which, despite many attempts at coercion he had never allowed me to borrow. 

“It’s coming,” I said, “Maybe fifteen minutes.” 

Frank crossed the kitchen with a swagger to his step, shot me a naughty look, and plucked a can of diet soda from the fridge. He left without saying a word, but the look upon his face was plain. Yeah, I cock-blocked you, Witch, it said, don’t act so surprised.  

“I don’t think I’m ever going to get used to other people living here,” Aaron said when Frank made his exit. 

“I don’t know,” I said, “I like having the house full again. This house was meant for a family. My parents' leaving made it feel so lonely. Besides, I feel much safer with all of you around.” 

Aaron smiled, brushed stray copper strands from out of my face, and planted a soft kiss on my lips. My mouth opened for him, I found his tongue, and in the space of a heart-beat I was pressing against him again, melting against him like butter. 

“We should continue this tonight when you come back from Eliza’s place,” Aaron said, running his hand through my hair and cupping the back of my head. 

I nodded, smiled, and licked my lips, then Aaron let me go and we each took a deep breath, like swimmers surfacing after a long dip underwater. No sooner did we part that Collette made an entrance into the kitchen. 

Her lips curled into a smile, hot blood rushing to her olive cheeks, reddening them. This year’s mighty summer sun hadn’t succeeded in burning her, and she still wore her jet-black hair long and with a straight fringe, but she didn’t dress up around the house anymore. A simple black dress would do it most nights, with the bulk of her hair caught up in a tidy bun clasped together with a silver broach. 

“Bonsoir,” she said. 

“Good nap?” I asked. 

“Divine. I should not be going to bed so late but I cannot seem to help it these nights.” 

“Dreams?” 

She nodded and simply said “Oui.” 

Like me, I wanted to say, but she knew. If she was dreaming, so was I. Still, I smiled and made nothing of it.  “Hungry?” I asked. 

“Famished, only…” she trailed off. 

“Only?” 

“Do I smell something burning?” 

“Burning?” I asked. Sniffed. “No. I don’t think so.” 

“Are you sure?”

I sighed and rolled my eyes. “You guys need to start trusting me with the food a little more. I’m sure I got it right this time. Besides, our resident werewolf would have smelt the charred lasagne from mile away and he hasn’t, so.” 

When I turned to Aaron, triumphant, his face didn’t encourage my pride. 

“I didn’t wanna say anything,” he said. 

“No,” I said, rushing to the oven. “No, no.” 

When I opened it, a grey breath of heat and smoke hit me so hard I started to cough. Aaron cracked a window and let the pre-storm wind rush in, flushing the smoky air out in one quick gust. But the smell would linger for a while, I knew. Smoke always does. 

“Fuck sake,” I said once the coughing had stopped. The upper layer of my superbly prepared lasagne was black as coal and completely inedible. I had followed the recipe to the letter, but had evidently forgotten to set the timer on the oven and gotten lost in my own thoughts. 

“I’m sorry, cherie,” Collette said. 

“Its fine,” I said, defeated. “Pizza is on me tonight… again.”    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 2

 

 

The Pizza came and went. We left a few slices for Damien to eat when he got home, but he hadn’t arrived by the time I left the house and went to see Eliza. Work, I guessed. He had managed to get himself a decently paying part-time job at an advertising firm making banner art for websites; his hours were mainly evening hours but he was usually home by nine, and tonight… maybe it was the ever worsening weather, but I was starting to worry.

Eliza had begged me to stay home, to not come and see her tonight, but I wanted to see her. And I wanted to see Phoebe, too. Every time my thoughts went to that little pink ball my heart would leap into my throat, my chest would warm, and my stomach would do backflips. Not that I was broody or anything, of course. 

Aaron and I didn’t do much in the way of talking about our future as a couple and what was in store for us just over the horizon. Did we want kids? If so, how many? Maybe it was too soon for us to be talking about that. After all, before last year Aaron had only been the guy I was sleeping with. If someone had told me then we would end up together and, dare I say it, fall in love, I would have laughed in their faces. No one could deny our connection to each other, though. 

The night sky lit up in shades of blue and grey as I waited under a red streetlight, but there was silence. The light turned green before the thunder came, distant and quiet. Like the ghost of a rumble. It was there alright, brewing at the edge of the town, but the storm was holding. Waiting, I thought. 

Only, waiting for what? 

Eliza’s place was only a short drive away, and yet I could count the number of times we had seen each other lately in two hands. Babies make people busy. That was the long and short of it, and I was fine with that. But it still stung, and as I pulled up to the house—this house that seemed lonelier and emptier now, stripped of all of its exterior decorations—a sudden pain grabbed a hold of my stomach and twisted. 

Ignoring myself, I pulled up into the drive, which was empty too, unclipped my seatbelt and headed quickly toward the door to the house with my head turned against the wind. It was stronger now, strong enough to whip up fallen leaves and twigs. She must have known I was coming because she opened the door before my feet touched her porch.

“Are you crazy?” she asked.

“Bat-shit, didn’t you know?” I said as I stepped out of the wind and into her house. 

She closed the door, turned to me, and planted her hands on her hips. 

“Oh come on,” I said as I wrestled stray locks of auburn hair out of my face, “Don’t act like you’re not happy to see me.” 

Eliza smiled, but I could see the sadness in her winter blue eyes welling up like little spots of frost on a window. 

“Please,” I said, approaching, “Please don’t cry. You don’t need to cry.” 

She threw her arms around me, buried her nose in my hair, and held me tight, but she didn’t say a word. Instead she only breathed long, deep breaths. Her heart was breaking all over again and she wasn’t shy to show it.

“It’s for the best, okay?” I said as I brushed her long black hair. “It’s for the best.” 

“I know,” she said. She pulled away and smiled, wiping stray tears from off her cheeks. “I’m so glad you came, Amber. Do you want a drink or something?”

“Soda?” 

“Sure.” 

As we walked through the living room and into the kitchen I was reminded again of the grim reality of the situation. The walls were stripped bare. The fireplace hadn’t been used in days. And what furniture belonged to them had long since been packed away into a U-Haul. All that remained now was the carcass of a once warm, family home; everything that reminded me of Eliza, gone.

An image struck me unbidden, like a photoflash that leaves a picture burned into your field of vision. Yuletide, last year. Eliza, Evan, Frank, Damien, and myself; we had shared the holiday together as a family, just as we had with Mabon a few months before that. The memory smelled like mulled cider, sounded like laughter, and felt like a hug from a friend I hadn’t seen in a long time. I wasn't sure whether to smile or cry. Maybe I was doing a little of both.

“Don’t you start now too,” she said, soda cans in hand. 

“I won’t,” I said. I took the soda from her and sipped it. Cherry. “Where’s Phoebe?” 

“Asleep upstairs.” 

“And Evan?” 

“On his way back here to pick us up. Everything’s been moved into the new place now.” 

“I’m really happy for you, Eliza.” 

“I’m happy too. So sick of renting a place. I really don’t see the point in it. You’re just throwing money away!”

“Tell me about it,” I said, sipping the drink again. “At least you’re only going to be a short drive away... or well, actually, this is a short drive. Eureka will be a long drive. But you’re moving into your own place now, so that's a big plus.”

“Yeah… I just… I don’t like the thought of being away from you, Amber.” 

“I know.” 

But it was for the best. I had tried so hard to keep my life as a Witch separate from my life with Eliza, but both lives intruded upon each other way too often, and that clash had driven a wedge between us. I had sensed it coming a lifetime ago when Damien first brought me into my powers, but I fooled myself into thinking I could overcome it. That our sisterly bond was strong enough to endure. On its own it probably was, but I didn't want to endanger her life. 

I wouldn't.  

I put the soda can on the counter, took her hand, and squeezed it. “C’mon,” I said, “I wanna see the little bean before you leave.” 

Eliza nodded, smiled, and led me upstairs where, lying in her cot all wrapped up, was Phoebe. Instantly my heart began to flutter and bounce. The mere sight of Phoebe’s red cheeks, her pinched little face, and the little black onesie she was wearing was enough to warm me from head to toe. She was sleeping so soundly, though, that I dared not touch her.

“She’s so cute,” I said, arching over the cot. “Just like her mommy.” 

“Well, I did make her.”

“Yeah. She’s gonna be a real heart-breaker, you watch.” 

“I hope not, for Evan’s sake.” 

“Poor guy.” I arched back up and looked around. The bedroom was bare too, save for the bed, and whatever linen and furniture belonged to the landlord. “You aren’t staying here tonight are you?” 

Eliza hesitated for a moment, and then shook her head.

“That’s why you didn’t want me to come tonight?”

“I didn’t want to cry again.” 

“This isn’t a sad thing,” I said, fighting my own impulses, “Not really, anyway. You aren’t moving to Mars, Frank’s gonna replace you at the store, and I’m gonna be fine. We’ll visit each other all the time and meet up for holidays and stuff. It’ll be great.”

“I know,” she said, wiping her cheeks again and smiling, “I’m being silly. Fucking hormones.” 

“Don’t hide behind the hormones anymore. It’s alright to be emotional.” 

“So why aren’t you?” 

“Trust me, I’m doing my best here. The last thing we need is for us both to start crying.” 

“Yeah,” she said, smiling, “Can you imagine if Evan walked into that?” 

The laugh spilled out of my mouth and it caught on. A few moments later we were both laughing, and then we were crying in each other’s arms. I didn’t think tonight was going to be the night I said goodbye to the best friend I had ever had, but here I was. Despite it all, though, this was better than turning up to an empty house, and by the time I was ready to leave Eliza’s place, she agreed with me. 

“Take care of yourself, okay?” she said at the door.

I nodded. “Always.” 

“I can’t believe this’ll be the first Samhain in years we spend away from each other.” 

“I know. It’s gonna suck. But I don’t want to come and visit until you’re totally settled in.”

“There’s always Yuletide.” 

A smile swept across my face, but it wasn’t genuine. “Yeah… there is,” I said. 

I hope.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3

 

 

It took me a while to get home after having seen Eliza. It wasn’t that the wind had picked up to a hearty gust or that the streets were already wet with the first signs of rain and the cars had come out in droves. Nor was it the siren song of thunder rolling above or the mesmerizing dance of lightning whipping behind the clouds that kept me from going straight home. 

The truth of the matter was I didn’t want anyone seeing me until I was ready for them to see me.

I didn’t want to think of the situation such as it was, but over the last few months the others—Collette, Damien, Frank, and even Aaron—had started to see me as some kind of leader. I was the Red Witch, the one who always had her shit together. You know, except for in the kitchen. I didn’t see myself the same way they did, but if I was supposed to be a leader to them I didn’t want them to see me upset, despite the fact they’d probably seen it a bunch of times. 

So I drove around for a while, picked up a couple of groceries from the store, and did a lap of the town before heading on back home. By the time I pulled into my drive the rain was falling hard, each individual droplet lending the sound of its impact to the others to create a static hiss that could be heard everywhere. 

I rushed into the house and locked the door before heading into the kitchen to put the groceries in the fridge. I hadn’t seen Frank until I turned around and saw him standing behind me. 

“Frank!” I said, heart beating, “Do you have to stalk like that?” 

“As a matter of fact I do,” he said. He wasn’t wearing any of his usual get up; the pair of black skinny jeans and the Motley Crue shirt he had on made him almost look like Damien. “I’m practicing.” 

“Practicing? For what?” 

“I’m not practicing for anything,” he said, opening the fridge and grabbing a bottle of beer. “I’m just practicing the art of stalking. It’s been brought to my attention that I’m too tall to be sneaky.” 

Oh yeah, I thought, remembering the conversation. It was something Aaron had said to him once while drunk—something about how tall, skinny people are naturally clumsier than, well, tall buff people. That night ended with the two of them fumbling around in the bushes in the backyard, arguing loudly over who was making the least noise. 

“You didn’t seriously take that to heart, did you?” I asked. 

“I might have.” 

“You were both drunk!” 

“One’s drunken self is usually a representation of their truest self. When you’re drunk you strip away all the masks you put up to stop people from being the real you.”

“So does that mean you’re drunk all the time?” 

“No. But maybe what you see before you is a mask.”

“I doubt it. I’ve known you long enough, Frank. Don’t you forget it.” 

Frank took a sip of his beer, turned around, and headed for the sofa again. The house was dark and dim save for the glow coming off the muted TV screen. Friends? Again? “So, how’d it go at Eliza’s?” 

“You knew about that?” 

“Witch, please. I know everything.” 

I grabbed a beer from the fridge, clipped the cap, and joined Frank on the sofa, melting into it with a sigh. “Fine,” I said. 

“Just fine?” 

“Why do you have to be so nosy?” 

“Because who else is going to look after your emotional wellbeing if I don’t?”

“My boyfriend?” 

“Oh he’s looking after something alright, but Aaron lacks a certain finesse. You can’t deny that.” 

“He has plenty of finesse where it counts,” I said, winking as I took a sip of my beer.

“I bet he does, and I’m very jealous, but that’s not what I’m talking about. Now are we going to play this game or are you going to tell me how it went at Eliza’s place?”

I chose not to argue with him, so I told him. I told him everything. And when I was done, I felt better for it. There were no tears left to cry so talking about Eliza now was easy, even if thinking about not seeing her every day, cleaning and organizing at the bookstore wouldn’t be. But she hadn’t worked there in a while, and that—maybe—would help.

“You and I both know she’s better off,” Frank said, “And she knows it too.” 

I nodded. “I know. Leaving was the right choice for her.” 

“Remember Yule last year? When we had that scare?” 

“I try not to.” 

“Never forget it,” Frank’s voice was stern. It made me look up from the beer bottle. “Never forget the wrongs that are done to you and yours.” 

“To us and ours,” I said, clinking bottles with him. “Speaking of which, where is everyone?” 

“The Mistress of Darkness is in her room, no doubt reading a book. Your boy-toy is in your room, waiting—shirtless, I believe—and Damien…” Frank trailed off.

“Damien? He came home right?” 

Frank nodded. “He’s in his room too.”

I didn’t like the tone of his voice. “Is everything okay?” 

“I don’t think so. He came home late and went straight up, didn’t even touch his pizza.”

“Did something happen to him?” 

“I didn’t wanna read his aura, but it was spilling out of him like a light in the dark. I couldn’t help but see it… only maybe you should go talk to him; find out for yourself.”

“Why won’t you just tell me?” 

“Because,” he said. “It isn’t my place.”

My eyes went toward the staircase. Damien had been acting a little strangely over the last couple of days, but I guessed I hadn’t given much thought to it. He was, after all, working a new job and juggling school at the same time. I may have decided not to go back to Raven’s Hall, but Damien wasn’t the academic fuck up I had turned out to be.

I took a sip of my beer in silence and after a moment got up, grabbed another beer from the fridge, and headed upstairs. The house was quiet save for the creaking caused by the wind and the thumping of heavy raindrops against the window at the end of the hall. Aaron would know I was home—he would smell me now as I crossed in front of our room if he hadn’t already heard me—but he could wait a little while. 

Damien answered the door moments after I tapped on it. He was awake, and as far as I could tell he had been on his laptop, typing something out. His eyes looked strained and his lips were puffy and red. Has he been crying? I thought.

“Hey,” I said, handing him the beer. “Got a sec?” 

“Uh, sure,” he said, taking the beer—albeit hesitantly.

I walked into the room that had once belonged to my sister and sat down at his computer desk, swirled the chair around, and narrowed my eyes. “Alright,” I said, “I’m just going to go ahead and ask; are you okay?” 

“O… kay? Yeah, I’m fine, why?” 

“Damien.” 

“Amber?” 

“Something’s wrong and I want you to tell me what it is so that I can help you.” 

“A—”

“Please?” 

Damien’s lips pressed into a line. I watched his Adam’s apple bounce up and down for a few moments before, finally, he shuffled toward the bed and sat down. He placed the beer on the night-table and ran his hands through his hair, which he now kept cut at about shoulder length. 

“Start at the beginning,” I said.

The hesitation in his eyes was still present, but after a swig of beer, he said, “It’s about Natalie.” 

My heart rose into my throat. I swallowed now, too, and took a long drink. “Go on,” I said.

“Are you sure?” 

I could tell he was tip-toeing around the issue, and that was sweet enough considering our history and the way our relationship had ended. But I didn’t want him to tip-toe. We were siblings in Magick. I wanted him to be comfortable with telling me anything. 

“Yes,” I said, “Tell me.” 

A moment, and finally, “We broke up.”

Holy hell, I thought. I wasn’t expecting that. The beer bottle found my lips again for another drink, but I sipped too little and gotten only bitter froth. “Ugh, gross.” The words fell out of my mouth. Damien cocked an eyebrow, confused. “Sorry, no, I meant the beer was gross. Those words shouldn’t… that wasn’t at all what I wanted to, or should have said, just then.”

“It’s alright.”  

“I’m so sorry,” I said, when I recovered. “What happened?” 

“Are you sure you’re okay to talk about this with me?” 

“Damien, I’ve gotten over it, believe me. All I want to do now is help you.” 

I surprised even myself then. The Amber from a few years ago, the same Amber who sent a succubus after the man who had cheated on her, was well and truly gone. Poof. Just like Harry Houdini. Only I hadn’t realized it until that moment with Damien. I would have smiled at myself if a smile wouldn’t have been totally inappropriate.

Damien nodded, sighed, and took another swig of his drink. “When I met you,” he said, “I wasn’t kidding when I said things weren’t going great with her. It may have looked on the outside like we were happy, but the truth of it was that she was happier than me.” 

I thought back to that day when I casted a spell of clairvoyance and… spied on him. He looked happy enough back then, watching as Natalie removed her shirt for him through his laptop screen. But then, she was really pretty—and naked boobs fix everything.

“I thought you were happy,” I said. 

“There was a time where I was,” he said, “But… have you… ever felt trapped in a relationship?” 

I had, so I nodded. I could have left Kyle, could have gathered the strength to just dump his ass when I first caught wind of his potential to cheat on me. He looked like the kind of guy that would cheat, too. All too often I had seen people on the news doing fucked up things and heard people say things like ‘I had no idea he was capable of that.’ But with some people all you had to do was get a good look at them to know they were bad news.

The bedroom lit up for a second as lightning flashed in. An instant later, thunder rolled so loudly the house seemed to tremble beneath it. When the thunder died off, Damien continued speaking.

“I had my reservations about our relationship before it even started. I swept them aside because she was pretty and smart and she was into me. But as time went on I started to wonder how much of that attraction was due to the binding.”

“Didn’t you feel the same way about her?” 

“Her energy was crazy intense,” he said after taking a swig. “It wasn’t like that at the beginning, but maybe the Binding did something to her.” 

Damien had told me about the Binding ritual he had performed to save Natalie’s life once. It sounded unreal when he spoke about it, I could tell the details were sketchy even to him, but the emotions… those he could recall with perfect clarity. He really did love her then, because if he hadn’t loved her the ritual wouldn’t have worked. But to hear him tell it the Binding did something to him too, took more from him than he thought.

Maybe he didn’t know just how high the price was at the time, though knowing Damien he would have probably still paid it anyway. 

“Look,” I said, “I know you’re probably going through a tough patch right now, but I just want you to know that I’m here for you, okay? People fall out of love all the time, so don’t beat yourself up about it; you’re gonna be fine.” Then I realized something. “Only… what happens to her now that you’ve broken up?” 

Damien had told me, many moons ago, that he couldn’t break it off with Natalie for fear of what it might do to her. If he gave her a piece of himself to save her life, then maybe taking it away would have hurt her, maybe even killed her. 

“It had to be her that did it,” he said, “The break up, I mean.” 

“And was it?” 

He nodded.

“Did she know you were unhappy?” 

“I don’t know. I didn’t exactly advertise it. But I’m living here now, in Raven’s Glen, and studying. She didn’t want to move from San Francisco because of her job. It wasn’t working.” 

“But like,” I ran my hands through my hair to push it out of my face, “She didn’t come with you when you first moved to Raven’s Glen. You enrolled in a college and everything. She must have known you were planning a permanent move.” 

“It wasn’t permanent,” he said, “I moved here to find out what happened to my sister. Enrolling in the college was only an excuse I could use to throw authorities off if they started asking questions. I used Magick to get in.” 

“You must have liked it if you stayed.” 

“I liked some things.” 

Our eyes locked, and we sat motionless, staring at each other for a long time. I didn’t know what was going through his head, but in my head Frank was screaming get the fuck out, witch. So I stood up, grabbed my beer, and headed for the door. When I got there I opened it, stopped at the arch, turned around, and said, “Get some sleep, Colt.” 

I left before he could reply, closing the door as I went and hurrying into my bedroom where Aaron was waiting—or sleeping. With any luck he would be awake, though. We hadn’t spent any time together today.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4

 

 

If Aaron was awake, he didn’t go to great lengths to let me know about it. 

I stalked in quiet as a mouse and saw him lying on his back, bathed in the grey glow coming off the TV bolted to the wall. With his torso exposed and the thin blanket barely covering the lower half of his body he looked like he was posing to be the centerfold of a magazine. Now give me sleepy hunk, I could hear the photographer say. 

Careful not to make a sound or wake him up, I slipped out of my shoes, wiggled out of my jeans, and snuck around his side of the bed. He had such a peaceful look about him it seemed almost a shame to wake him up, but he had something I wanted. 

So I knelt by his side, ran my fingertips lightly up his thigh, traced the line of his bulge, and continued up and over the ridges of his abdomen until my fingers found his lips. Then I went back down again, again sailing over the tight muscles of his chest and abs, lightly travelling along the length of his stiffening manhood, and down his thigh. By the time my hand came back up and reached his bulge again, he was hard. 

I gently peeled the blanket down just far enough to free him, and then I took him in my mouth. He was hard and warm and soft and I couldn’t help but moan as my lips and tongue and hand worked in unison to rouse him gradually from sleep. When he reached into my hair with his hand and cupped the back of my neck I knew he was awake, and I accepted the gesture as my cue to work faster.

My body ached for him to be inside me, but the night was still young and Aaron’s stamina was like no other guy I had ever been with. I had no doubt he would be good to go again in a couple of minutes. So I kept going until his body tensed and he filled my mouth, and I moaned with him, and enjoyed the experience with him. 

Big, strong werewolf he might have been; but right here, right now, I had more power than he did, and that felt so good.

When I was satisfied that he was done, I crawled into the bed with him, drew myself across his body, and nuzzled into the side of his neck. “Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” he echoed. His body was shaking lightly.

“Did I wake you?” 

“Yeah…” 

“I’m not sorry.” 

“I bet you aren’t.” 

“What can I say? You left me blue-balled in the kitchen earlier. I wanted to take what I was promised.” 

“You realize I’m the one who just—”

“Oh, yeah, totally, but now that you’re awake you’re gonna take care of me. That’s how this works.” 

Aaron laughed and his entire body shook. “You’re unbelievable,” he said.

I kissed him on the neck. “Aren’t I?” 

A silence fell over us like a blanket, but it was a comfortable silence—one you could wrap yourself in. “How did everything go tonight?” he asked.

“I’m fine, if that’s what you mean. Frank was there to cheer me up after I spoke to Eliza. I’m going to miss her though.” 

Aaron nodded. “I know. It’ll be okay, though. And what about Damien?” 

He was awake for that. “He… Frank told me he wasn’t doing too well so I went to see him. Natalie broke up with him.” 

“That sucks for him.” 

“Yeah, it does. I thought I’d go and talk to him.” 

“And?” 

“I think he’s gonna be okay.” 

“Do you think I should go and talk to him? You know, as the only other straight guy in the house.” 

“Would you? He’d like that, I think.” 

“It’s the least I can do. If it weren’t for him I may have never had you.” 

“Don’t be silly. You had me. Have me.”  

“I do have you.” 

I couldn’t say that, at the time, I wasn’t a little resistant to the idea of having Aaron and Damien living under the same roof considering I had been romantically involved with both men before. But while they didn’t have a lot in common, it didn’t take them long to become friends—or at least I liked to think they had, anyway. Neither of them had attacked the other over me, or in general, so there was that. What few things they did have in common—like Football, surprisingly; Damien was a big 69’ers Fan—though, they spoke about passionately and at length. Plus, Aaron’s status as a werewolf meant he soon started to see everyone who lived in the house as his pack; and while I may have been the group’s leader, he was the pack’s Alpha.

And, you know, sometimes in bed I would let him have his title.

Aaron was strong and tough and fast, warm to the touch, his sweat—hot and slick against my body—drove me mad, and the way he would nibble at the skin where my jaw met my neck made my legs buck and shake. Intimate times with Aaron were in many ways like tugs-of-war: when I had him, I had him. He was mine to do with as I pleased. But when his primal side turned on… I don’t know. It was like his sweat had some kind of pheromone that turned me to putty beneath his powerful hands. When he had me pinned against the bed and he was inside me, filling me, I was his. 

It was the sweetest surrender. 

Much later, I couldn’t say when—an hour, maybe three—I let myself slip into sleep with Aaron’s arms around my waist and his body tucked in behind mine. But the howling wind and the battering rain hadn’t abated, and the night kept calling me back to the waking world every so often.

Sometimes I would nod off for ten minutes before being yanked awake by a grumble of thunder, another time a whole hour had passed since the last time I checked, and once—when the wind seemed to have died—it was that damned owl that woke me up with its incessant hooting. 

I shut the noise out as best I could, but it was no use. The owl won. In the end I decided to get out of bed and go to the window to try and find the thing, even though my chances were slim since I had only ever seen it once. I wasn’t going to hurt it obviously; I was only going to scare it off with a little Magick. 

What good was telekinesis if you couldn’t use it to touch things from far away, right? 

But when I opened the window the world came spilling in. It was as if I had opened the window to the back of a live jet engine; the air was hot, powerful enough to send me flying across the room, and loud. It was like a lion’s roar! I struggled to get to my feet but every time I stood the wind would knock me back against the wall and pin me there. 

Aaron, I thought. I could see him on the bed but he was fast asleep and immobile. How could he not hear the wind’s thundering voice? Why wasn’t he awake? I screamed, but the air wouldn’t leave my lungs. In fact, every time I opened my mouth it was like the gust was trying to force my voice back into my throat. 

The storm was choking me, and all I could think about was how helpless I was. 

Then I heard another noise; a kind of buzzing sound. I fought hard to open my eyes against the wind, turning my head just enough so that the blast wasn’t hitting me squarely in the face, and then I saw where the buzzing was coming from. Outside, hovering inches away from the window, was a hornet; a man-sized, ugly, hairy hornet. 

My heart jumped into my throat and started to beat so hard I could feel it on the sides of my head. Aaron! I wanted to say, get it quick, its right there! In my mind Aaron would have easily been able to grab hold of a swatter to smack the hornet away, despite its huge size; such was the nonsensical nature of dreams. Because, of course, that’s what it was. I was having a dream. Just a dream. Don’t be stupid, Amber, it’s only a dream. The wind, the roar, the inability to move and speak; I’ve been here before plenty of times, and I can totally wake myself up if I want to.

I shook my head violently as I had done many times before when held tightly in the grips of a nightmare, rocking and shaking and thinking no, no now! But it didn’t work. The roar was still there, the buzzing still present—even if I wasn’t looking right at it. 

“Amberrr,” said a voice like a fork scraping on a plate, “I’m waiting.”

It was the hornet. I saw it out of the corner of my eye, approaching, reaching for me with its insect-like talons. And then I woke up, cold, clammy, sweaty, with an iron shriek locked in the back of my throat. I went to shake Aaron, to wake him up and make sure I wasn’t dreaming again, but the bed was empty and before I had a chance to question where he had gone I was running to the bathroom. 

There, holding onto the toilet bowl as if for dear life, I retched until my throat went raw.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5

 

 

Hornets are assholes. I had never liked flying insects, but of all of them, hornets were the worst. They’re the worst because they serve no purpose other than to predate on other insects, often larger ones than themselves, and because sometimes you can’t tell them apart from their wasp cousins. And yet, spiritually speaking, wasps and hornets in dreams tended to mean good things.

The wasp in particular, as a spirit guide, represented courage, the bond of sisterhood, and essence of the female warrior. Hornets, so similar to wasps, also stood for those same things when seen in dreams so, generally, dreaming about them was considered a good thing among people who believed such things. But I was hard-pressed to believe that what I had just experienced was anything good.

The hornet was big, yellow, and covered in bristly fur. Its eyes were bulbous black orbs, blacker than night, and its stinger was dripping with green goo. But it had a human hand—maybe—and it was reaching for me like it wanted to grab me. I shuddered with the thought, and because the water was starting to turn cold. Then I stepped out to dry off and warm up again.

I’m waiting, it had said. Or at least I thought it had. Dreams are slippery, and this one was no exception. 

When I heard someone walking around in my bedroom, I grabbed a towel and wrapped it around myself.

“Amber?” It was Aaron at the door. He knocked but didn’t open the door. 

“Yeah, I’m in here, having a shower.” 

“Really?” 

“Well, finished, actually. So don’t get any ideas.” 

The door creaked open and Aaron peered through the slit. I couldn’t tell whether he was pretending to be immature or he genuinely thought I hadn’t seen him open the door. When I planted my hand on my hip and cocked my head to the side, he opened the door fully and smiled. His cheeks were flushed and I could hear his aura singing to me. Singing! But I had promised myself a long time ago I would never unlock my senses around him, so I turned away and locked my second sight back in its cage.

“Woah,” he said, “You okay?” 

“Yeah, I’m fine.” I turned around and smiled at him through a sigh. “Where’ve you been?” 

“Just out. A power line went down this morning not far from here, fell right over the road. Emergency services are everywhere right now.” 

“And you went to watch?” 

He shook his head. “I was awake when it went down. Thought someone could use my help.

I approached and placed a hand on his chest, another on his shoulder, and kissed him lightly on the lips. “And?” 

“Nobody was hurt, but a car got it pretty bad. Don’t know whose it is, though. Anyway; I have something for you.”

“I thought I told you, no funny business.” 

“As hot as you are, and as much as I’d love to rip that towel off you, what I have waiting is time sensitive.” 

“Time sensitive?”  He had my attention now.

“Yeah. Get changed, we’re going out.” 

Aaron had left me more than a little confused, but he wasn’t spilling the beans—as much as he knew how that irritated me. Out? I thought, on a Sunday morning? Aaron and I usually went down Houston Boulevard on Saturday mornings to check out the shops, have a little lunch, and generally enjoy the sounds of humanity—commerce, service, and stuff. But Sundays were for sleeping in and not changing out of one’s pyjamas. 

Sure, there was the odd weekend here and there when we woke up early and took a drive to nowhere. I enjoyed riding in Aaron’s car, and he clearly enjoyed driving it. We’d listen to music, drive around with the windows down, and then come home to at least an afternoon of doing nothing in our pyjamas. 

So this was a little out of character, but I went with it.

After I had gotten changed into a long black dress, pinned my hair up, and picked out a pair of sunglasses to wear, we got into Aaron’s car and drove out. 

“Where is everybody?” I asked once we were on the road. 

“I’m not sure; I’ve been out of the house for hours.” 

“Well, it isn’t my birthday so this isn’t some kind of surprise party.” 

“Are you seriously going to start guessing?” 

“Maybe,” I said, with a playful smirk on my face.

“Then guess quietly. I don’t want you throwing me off my game.” 

“Game? Hmmm. Did you secretly try out for some kind of team? Is this your first game?”

Aaron was quiet and unmoving, like a statue… if a statue could drive a car. When I submitted to the fact that he wouldn’t tell me where we were going, I fell silent too. Neither of us much minded the silence, though, so neither of us broke it. Until Aaron stopped the car in a dip in the road I knew all too well. 

I had been here before, many times; only never with Aaron.

“What are we doing here?” I asked when the car stopped. 

There were a few single roads that connected Raven’s Glen to the freeway. One of them, due north east, was the quietest and most unused of these roads. It ran parallel to the Geordie River and was flanked on both sides by tall sycamores and pines. This was the road up to Evan’s family cabin. It was the road we had taken that night when we went into the woods—the night of Aaron’s first transformation—and it was the road I took to get to my own special part of the woods; the place where I received the vision that helped me unmask the man who was trying to kill me.

“You haven’t guessed where we’re going?” 

“I know where we are, I’m just curious to know how you know where we are.”

Aaron tapped his nose in response. 

That fucking sense of smell of his. “You followed me here?”

“I did, but hear me out.” 

A car rolled on past us and disappeared into the morning haze. The moment gave me time to think and decide on my stance, and I decided to lean on curiosity more than anger. I had been keeping secrets my entire life; so many, in fact, that I sometimes forgot to be as… forthcoming… as other people might have been. So I hadn’t told Aaron about my sacred little space up in the woods. In another life, or had it somebody else, I may have been upset about it. 

But I think his ability to track me all the way out here impressed me enough to stifle the anger, and of course there was my insatiable curiosity. What were we doing out here? What’s he got in store for me? and Oh Gods, has he built me a house up here? I already have a house!

“Alright,” I said, “I’m listening.” 

“Good. Hold that thought.” 

Aaron slipped out of the car. I wanted to protest, but before I knew it we had left the car behind and were making tracks along a path into the woods I knew all too well. 

“So… I’m still listening,” I said.

He ducked under a low branch, pulled it up for me, and I swung under it after him. 

“Today is the anniversary of the first day we properly met,” he said. 

“To—day? Wait, what?” 

“Yeah. You’ve forgotten?” 

“I… haven’t…?” 

“It’s okay. You were all about Kyle back then. I’m not surprised you don’t remember meeting me.”

“Was this… Marcia’s birthday? It was Abby, right? Kyle’s sister?” 

Aaron nodded.

“I don’t remember much about that night,” I said, “But I do remember meeting an obnoxious, dumbass jock that really got on my nerves.” 

“You don’t have to remind me of what I was like. I know I was an idiot.” 

“A sexy idiot,” I said, noticing the sudden sharpness of his tone. I didn’t want to piss him off.

“Sexy?” 

“Yeah, I think you were wearing a white and blue jacket then. I remember thinking you were hot, until I remembered you had been the one who had called me a freak at school all those times.” 

“I’m sorry about that.” 

“Hey,” I said, squeezing his hand, “It’s alright.”   

Aaron nodded. “It’s only because I liked you and wanted your attention, and I didn’t know how to get it.” 

“Wow. Talk about dropping a bomb.” 

“You must have known this.” 

“All I knew, from that night anyway, was that I didn’t want to be near you. I think I even begged Kyle not to hang out with you anymore. That was pretty psycho of me.” 

Reminiscing about that part of my life tugged at a few strings that hadn’t been played in a while, but I held myself. I could remember the way Aaron and his friends would make fun of me for wearing black and being a ginger and my chest went cold at the thought, but it was almost like I couldn’t hear Aaron actually speaking. 

He was a boy, then; and now he was a man. A different man.

“I never told you this,” he said, “But I wanted to kiss you that night.” 

“Kiss me?” I asked, “As I recall you spilt a vodka cola on my favorite Ramones shirt and then laughed.” 

“I didn’t want to laugh. I spilt it on you because I was nervous; it was an accident. Kyle was right there and I knew he would get pissed, and we’d get into a fight if I kissed you, but I didn’t give a shit about what he or my friends thought, until I panicked.” 

“That’s… kinda sweet.” 

And it was. I could almost see it playing out in a rom-com where, at the end, the guy beats his own insecurities and gets the girl; which he had. But real life doesn’t have a three-act structure, and at the time I would have wished he hadn’t laughed.

At this point, I wasn’t sure if he was trying to make me mad by forcing me to relive the past or whether his little narrative was going somewhere; until I saw the blanket lain out on the clearing where I would usually sit. It was flannel—green, brown, and orange, and pinned down by rocks. The wind wasn’t hitting very hard so the sheet had stayed mostly in place save for one corner, which had folded across the middle of the square. On the flannel blanket there was another, warmer, woolen blanket folded neatly, and on top of it, a brown picnic basket.

“Aaron,” I said before covering my mouth. 

He walked past me, fixed the wayward corner, and opened the basket. Inside there were sandwiches wrapped in cling film! My heart soared, and I started to feel lighter because of it. I floated toward the picnic, sat down, and smiled brightly at the man who had prepared this for me.

“You just made a picnic for us,” I said. “You… prepared a picnic.” 

“Surprised?” he asked, producing two plastic cups and a cold bottle of soda from inside the basket. 

“A little.” 

Aaron was a romantic at heart. I had seen it before. It wasn’t the traditional kind of wooing he was into, of course. He didn’t like meals at fancy places or dressing up, but then again I didn’t either so we suited each other just fine. Aaron’s sense of romance, though, was more of an immediate—on the fly—kind of romance, like, for instance, grabbing the car in the middle of the morning and driving down to the beach all the way on the other side of the state just to watch the sun set. 

A picnic required planning and forethought, secrecy and subterfuge. And surprising me, with all my incessant questioning and insatiable curiosity, required patience. Those traits, unfortunately, Aaron Cooper couldn’t count as part of his repertoire. And yet here I was; at a picnic, and surprised.

“You did all this to celebrate the anniversary of the day we met?” I asked when he sat down. 

“I did,” he said, “I wanted you to remember me how I was and see me for who I am now.” 

“You didn’t need to go through all this trouble for that. The Aaron Cooper I know is much more awesome than the Aaron Cooper from before. It’s amazing how much you’ve changed in just a year.” 

“It’s been a rough year, at least in some places. For both of us.”

“Tell me about it.” 

Birds were chirping around us, and a breeze was rolling in from the west picking up that wet smell of the Geordie River and floating it along to where we were sitting. This was nice. No, it was perfect. Perfect. And then it hit me like an electric jolt. A moment later, my stomach felt like it had been dipped into a bucket of ice.

“Amber,” Aaron said. 

Oh Gods, I thought. My heart started to race. Is this…? No… it can’t be. 

“When we first met, I… I didn’t… fuck, I mean; I didn’t know much about you except for what I knew from the things Kyle said about you.” 

I didn’t know what was worse; that he was stumbling through his words, or that I couldn’t find my own.

“All I knew for myself,” he continued, “Was that looking at you made me feel something I had never felt before with anyone else, and… I mean, my father, he… he didn’t really teach me how to process that kind of feeling, you know? I know I goofed around and acted like a jerk, but I liked you. A lot. And then when Kyle… when I first found out he had cheated on you, and he was talking to me about it… we got into a fight that night.” 

Snap. I found my thoughts again, and my voice came back to me. “You got into a fight?” I managed to say.

“He was acting tough,” he said, “I hated it, but I wasn’t good at showing it. Anyway so we went out into the parking lot later, the whole group, and we were hanging out, talking. It had been raining while we were eating, so the hood of the car was wet and slippery, but Kyle didn’t notice and when he went to sit on it like he always did he slid right off and hit the ground.” 

My belly wanted to laugh, but my mind rebelled. “Ouch.” 

“Yeah. We all laughed. But then I said something about how Karma had bitten him in the ass for cheating on you, and he got real defensive. And guys, well… we don’t talk about stuff for very long.” 

“You hit him…” 

“He came for me first; I just defended myself. Of course, I was stronger than him, so I cracked one of his ribs and busted his lip without meaning to.”

What you send out comes back times three, I thought. That must have been the first-time something bad happened to Kyle for having cheated on a witch. I’ve had mine, obviously, but Karma had my back too. The sword that cuts both ways.  

“Why are you telling me this now?” 

“Because,” he said, “I’m trying to tell you that I’ve been in love with you for a very long time.” 

A catch caught in my throat, stealing my ability to speak again. 

“I didn’t know it then,” he continued, “Or maybe I did, but I just couldn’t process it—not until the night you were attacked and I looked after you. But I know now. I’m in love with you, and I always have been.” 

My chin was starting to quake, and my eyesight was blurring a little. I wasn’t good to him when we were fooling around. I was using him. Gods, I thought Damien was better than him for a time. But I couldn’t see beyond Aaron’s thick skin, couldn’t see the guy beneath it trapped behind an inability to articulate feeling. 

Aaron reached for his interior jacket pocket, and my heart started to pound. He put the plastic cup down on the mat, shuffled around to one knee, and produced a tiny box from his breast. When he opened the box and the brilliance of the gem inside came spilling out, I felt like I could have fainted. The world started to spin. My heart was beating hard enough to dull all sounds around me, my skin was so warm even the cool touch of this October morning breeze was making me tremble.

“Amber Lee,” he said, “My witch with red hair. Will you—?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6

 

 

The child of witch and wolf, touched by the hand of a demon…

The words came barreling at me like a freight train, and I was caught on the tracks; tied up and helpless like the damsel in so many Westerns. Engagement. Marriage. Children. With Aaron? I felt faint. The world was still spinning, darkness was creeping in all around, and I was sure I was swaying like a tall tree caught in a strong gust of wind.

“A—A—” The words wouldn’t come. It was like having a stutter; I wanted to let the words out, but instead they chose to hold onto my tongue as if for dear life.

Aaron’s face twisted, although I couldn’t tell whether it was concern or disappointment melting into his expression. Didn’t I want to marry him? That was the big question. Screw whatever prophecy I had been given. This wasn’t about a prophecy. This was about… shit, why aren’t I answering? 

“Are you okay?” Aaron asked.

That must have been hard for him, I thought, aware about the fact that he was waiting; waiting like a man about to be delivered a fatal prognosis or be given the all clear. How long had passed? One second? Ten? A minute? How long would Aaron wait for my answer? And why the heck wasn’t I giving him one.

Didn’t I want to marry him? The question surfaced in my mind again like a swimmer coming up for air a second time. Think, Amber, I thought, bring yourself back. 

I took in a deep breath of air, exhaled, and my vision returned. Aaron was still waiting, the birds were still chirping—I could hear them again, so that was some kind of process—and the browning leaves of the pines and sycamores all around us were still rustling and swaying. Some, even, were falling. This would have been the perfect place for a yes. The most romantic, most beautiful place. 

“Amber,” Aaron finally said, “What is it?” 

“I… I’m sorry,” I managed to say, “I didn’t… I wasn’t expecting this. It’s hit me kinda suddenly, that’s all.” 

“It’s okay,” he said, “Take your time.”

“I feel like an idiot.” 

“Why do you say that?” He lowered the box, and when it closed the snap it made ripped out like a gunshot. 

I was about to tell him not to close it, but my mouth still wasn’t working.

Aaron looked at the box, pressed his lips into a thin line, and then looked up at me. “I sprung this on you,” he said. “I know how you feel about surprises but I did it anyway. That was stupid.”

His hair is really long, I thought, randomly. It was true. His blonde locks were shoulder length now, and the breeze had them firmly in its grasp, tugging and pulling at them gently… away from me. Come with us, it would have told him if the breeze had a voice, spare yourself. But it didn’t, and here he was, waiting for me to get over whatever was blocking me from saying those simple words I knew he wanted to hear and yet couldn’t say. 

Didn’t I… want… to get married? 

A chirping sound, alien to the forest, snapped me out of the spell. Aaron too, by the sudden jerking of his head. At first I thought some exotic bird had flown in from some faraway place and landed nearby to sing its song, it was only my phone. My phone! I reached for it—lightning quick—and answered like my life depended on it. That was stupid, I knew. And rude, too. But it was my way out, so I took it.

“Hello?” I asked. 

“Ma cherie,” said the voice on the other end. Collette. “I must see you at once.”

I mouthed the word Collette to Aaron and said, into the phone, “Is everything alright?” 

“Oui, but I have some important information to share with you; time sensitive information.” 

“Where are you?” 

“At ze bookstore with Frank. Can you come?” 

“Can I come?” I asked, eyes to Aaron. I should have said no. I should have asked her to wait an hour, or made something up. I should have stayed with Aaron and given him the answer he wanted, or at least given him the closure he needed. But instead I said “I can come.” 

And then Aaron put the box away.

I stared at the blank screen for a few moments after ending the call with Collette before looking up at Aaron. 

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

“It’s fine.” But his reply was curt and short, and punctuated way too harshly. He only did that when he was pissed, and we’d disagreed enough times for me to know that.

“It isn’t, though. I need you to know that—” 

“Amber,” he said, cutting me off so hard it felt like I had been tackled by a football player. “Go. I’ll take care of all this stuff.” 

The picnic. He was talking about the basket of food, the drinks, and the blanket. This whole thing he had set up just for us, the thing he had put so much thought and effort into. Gods, even now I was calling it a thing instead of referring to it in the way I knew I had to. A proposal, that’s what this was, Aaron’s proposal. 

And I had destroyed it.

“How will you get home?” I asked.

“I’ll manage.” He was up, now, and getting ready to pack things into the basket. But he tossed me the keys to his car and I only just managed to pluck them out of the air.

I stared at the keys in my hand for a moment. The key chain consisted of two keys, one for the car and one for the house. There was also a picture of a wolf howling at the moon and another with the iconic “Welcome to Las Vegas” sign on it. Then I stood and tried to get near him, but his posture—his aura—kept me away. It was like approaching a dog that didn’t want to be stroked and listening to the way it would growl a little louder with every step you took. A warning; an unconscious one, to be sure, but a warning nonetheless.

An angry heat rose to my chest. It turned my cheeks red and furrowed my brows, but I didn’t let him see that. Instead, I turned around and made tracks the way we had come. I was sad before. Annoyed at myself for what I had done. But now I was annoyed at him. Didn’t he know who I was? Where I had come from? We’d had a good run, but in the grand scheme of things we had barely gotten off the starting point. 

How long had it been? Nine months, give or take? 

I mean, sure, our relationship was strong. We were both happy, and we connect on so many levels. But was he truly ready to marry me? To hear him tell it he had been in the relationship for a much longer time than I had… but what did that mean for me? Did I have to say yes? Did I even want to get married? Marriage meant commitment, a physical and spiritual binding. 

And what if he wanted children? Who was I kidding—of course he would want children!

The child of witch and wolf and demon, I thought, helpless to stop the words from coming back to me. The trees started to thin around me, and beyond them was the road and Aaron’s car tucked away to the right. I staggered as the soft earth turned to gravel and rocks under my feet, then clambered into the car—which smelt so much like him it made my head start spinning again—and took a series of deep breaths to calm down. 

In the rearview mirror, a woman was staring back at me; she had crazy red hair, puffy eyes, and swollen pink lips, and for a moment I couldn’t recognize her. Sure, I had seen her before, but I hadn’t seen her in so long I had almost forgotten what she looked like. My life truly had changed for the better in the last year, despite all the trials, and yet here I was, about to flee from the site of the bomb I had just dropped. 

Ground zero.

And I did flee. I started the car and pulled out onto the freeway, then wheeled it around and headed toward the center of town. The car was an animal. It took me a couple of moments to adjust to the pull of the beast, but I managed, and when I rolled down the driver’s side window and let the wind tug and pull at my hair, my composure returned to me. 

It was easy to see how, riding on the back of Gods only knew how many horses, all of one’s cares can disappear. I wanted to take the car onto the interstate, maybe take the road Aaron and I had taken countless times, sip a cocktail on the beach, and enjoy last few weeks of summer warmth we had left. It was as if the car itself was speaking to me, begging me to open her up on a road somewhere and just drive. But I couldn’t do that. 

Collette sounded urgent, and the Mistress of Darkness rarely ever spoke with any urgency.

The pines turned into suburbs, and then the suburbs grew up into low-rises as I neared Houston Boulevard, circled around it, and hooked into Rosella Avenue. I had to circle around a few times to find a good spot to park, and then there was the matter of slotting a car that was way too big for me to handle into a spot that was, as far as I could tell, too small to accommodate it. I managed without any fender benders, but more than a few wandering eyes went to the ginger woman driving the muscle car than I would have liked.

Frank was waiting outside the front door to the bookstore with his back against the window and a cigarette in his hand. Lazy tresses of smoke were rising into the air from the tip of his hand and every time he took a puff, he would arch his neck up and exhale into the sky. It looked almost ritualistic, and maybe it was, but I didn’t ask about it. 

“Story of your life, huh?” Frank said without looking at me.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Trying to fit a big thing into a tiny hole?” 

I rolled my eyes and playfully shoved him. “You’re one to talk.” 

“Trust me,” he said, dropping what remained of his cigarette into a small plastic cup which held a finger of gross, black water in it, “After a while you get used to judging proportions.” 

“Right. Anyway, where’s Collette? She said she wanted to see me.” 

“Inside.” He turned to face me, paused, and narrowed his eyes. “Something’s up.” 

“No,” I lied.

“You can’t keep secrets from me, witch, remember?” 

“I thought we agreed not to use magick on each other.” 

“We did, only I’m not using magick on you. My sense comes as easily as breathing. I can’t turn it off, you know that. And believe me, sometimes I wish I could. Gives me a fucking headache.”

“Yeah, well, I’d rather keep this one to myself if you don’t mind.” 

“Which, in Amber, means: I’ll tell you later when I’m not so stressed out. Gotcha.” 

I sighed, pushed open the door to the bookstore, and went in to look for Collette. 

She was sitting on a stool at the counter with a laptop open and a few books sprawled out in front of her. For a moment I found myself stopping, like a deer in headlights, and staring. She was gorgeous. Her black hair had been pinned up with a silver needle but loose, curly strands fell about her face in a manner that was too perfect to be accidental. She always wore such beautiful black dresses matched with lacy chokers and onyx stones. Sometimes I wanted to ask her where she went to buy her clothes from since I figured they didn’t sell stunning gothic gowns at local Hot Topic.

Although they totally should.

“Amber,” Collette said when she saw me, “Thank you for coming so quickly.”

“Is everything okay?” I said when I snapped back to it.

“Yes and no. I have something for you I know you will want to see, but zere are good news and bad news.” 

“Of course.” 

Frank walked in behind me and got comfortable on one of the armchairs nearby. 

“Give me the bad news,” I said. 

“I’m afraid I will have to give you ze good news first; ze narrative works better zat way.” 

“Narrative?” I asked. I searched Frank’s eyes, but he was stone cold. I figured he already knew whatever Collette was about to tell me, but the blank expression on his face told me he wasn’t about to spill the beans.

“Oui,” Collette said, “Please. Allow me to explain.” 

I went over to where Frank was and sat down on the armchair next to him. Between us there was a small round table, and sitting on top of it was a copy of The Stand, by Stephen King. It had a bookmark through it at about the half way point. Frank’s? I thought he only read text-books like the ones in the back room.

“Alright,” I said, bringing my attention back to Collette. “Shoot.” 

Without hesitation, she began. 

“As you know I have been on an ongoing mission to collect as much information as I can on ze collective pain in our sides. With my powers restored, I have been able to tap into ze spectral byways and reach out to other Necromancers around ze world.” 

“Spectral byways?” I asked. 

“Like the internet,” Frank said, “But for Necromancers, and with more porn on it.” 

Collette scowled. Frank’s brand of humor may have gone down well—eventually—with Damien and even Aaron, but Collette was private school. No, forget that, she was boarding school. He couldn’t so much as make a dent in her armor! 

“Frank,” I said, “Let her continue.” 

“Ze byways are difficult to explain,” Collette said, “So I will not try. Suffice it to say zat since our enemy could be watching our every move, I thought it best to use a mode of communication zat she could not track; and I found someone. A man who has come into direct contact with ze witch Linezka.” 

My stomach went cold at the mention of her name. It was as if a cold hand had reached in, grabbed my innards, and twisted them. “Who?” I asked.

“Another Necromancer who forced himself into solitude after clashing wills with her. Communication between us has been difficult, you understand, but he has finally agreed to meet with us and share his story, and his knowledge.”

“That’s great,” I said, “But how can he help us?” 

“When two witches do battle, they enter into a clash of wills. For a moment, they are dancing; and like dancing partners, they are intimate. They are able to smell, taste, and touch each other in ways unimaginable to us creatures of flesh and bone. It iz as if zeir spirits reach out to each other and entwine, even if only for a moment. And in zat moment, zey know everything about each other. Zis is why Linezka kills all she encounters; whether zey are playing ze game with her or they are simply coming to the aid of allies.” 

“Are you saying he… knows her weaknesses?” 

Collette nodded. “And more,” she said. “He intimated he knew a spell with which to reach her, but zere is a catch.” 

“Here comes the bad news,” Frank said.

I took a deep breath. “Tell me.” 

“He lives in Berlin,” Collette said, “We have a short window of time, and he has demanded payment.” 

“Payment?” I asked, stomach twisting further. Berlin I could deal with—I had been there before and, in fact, my heart soared at the chance to go again. The time limit I could deal with too. I had gone to Europe on a budget before and knew which airlines to take and which hostels to book to make the trip as economic and as quick as possible. But the payment? “What kind of payment?”

“Our informant has been hiding from her for some time. He will not risk his life again without reimbursement.” 

“Good old American values,” Frank said, “Is he American? I didn’t ask.” 

“No, I don’t believe so.” 

“Great,” I said, melting into the arm chair. “So we need money for flights, for our stay—for… five people? And we have to pay this guy or he won’t be forthcoming? I don’t know where we’re gonna find that kind of money.”

A lull fell over our conversation. Outside, the sounds of our little town were floating in through the big window to the street; the footfalls of passersby, the grumble of cars, the chirping of birds enjoying the late summer weather. Life was rolling on out there, but in here it was at a complete standstill. 

Luckily, the standstill gave me a chance for a moment of logical thought. The situation probably wasn’t as dire as all that, and I highly doubted many of us would be able to jet-set off to Berlin anyway. Also, there was the matter of the rent Frank, Damien, Collette, and even Aaron had been paying. Getting there, and staying there, wasn’t the biggest problem, then. It was the matter of paying Collette’s contact for his information.

“Is there nothing else we can do?” I asked, “Do we have no other avenue to explore?” 

Collette shook her head. “With my powers restored our chances at succeeding in an encounter with her are improved, but if we learned how she did battle and knew how to find her…” 

“We could kill her,” I said, finishing Collette’s thought. “But he won’t see us unless we pay him, so we’re screwed there.” 

“Not necessarily,” Frank said. 

I perked up. 

“The way Morticia tells it this guy didn’t ask for money; he asked for payment.” 

“What’s the difference?” 

“Well, what the heck is a hermit gonna do with a boatload of money? He’s got all he needs, right?” 

The question was directed at Collette, and she nodded. “He lives in a farm house far outside of Berlin. Off ze grid.” 

“Then it isn’t money he needs.” 

Frank stood and crossed in front of me, past one of the aisles, and toward the back room. “I don’t get what you mean,” I said.

“What do witches want more than anything?” 

I thought about it. “Knowledge?” 

“Right,” he said, pushing the door to the back room open and sweeping inside. “And what do we have a shitload of back here?” 

Holy fuck! “Books,” I said, jumping out of my seat, “We have books!”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7

 

 

Frank and I had gone home and left Collette at the bookstore to pick the books we would be taking. Collette knew her contact best, so it only made sense. What I wasn’t too happy about, though, was simply giving away James’ books—books he had painstakingly acquired—to serve my own selfish purpose. 

“Don’t,” Frank said, in his usual sarcastic-yet-reassuring way. “James sent you those books because he wanted you to use them, not because he wanted to store them away for himself.”

“How can you be sure of that?” 

“I get the feeling this James character knows more than you give him credit for. Me? I wouldn’t entrust precious books to the likes of you.” 

An angry heat rose into my throat. “Excuse me?” 

“Don’t get all sassy with me, witch. I’m just saying that I wouldn’t FedEx irreplaceable stuff home and leave it in the hands of an employee to carefully store until my return. Which, by the way, we don’t know when that is. I mean, in the last year how many times have you seen James?” 

I thought about it. “He sends pictures, and we talk via Email. He’s somewhere in Russia now.”  

“Right. But has he set foot on American soil recently?” 

“No.” 

“When was the last time you saw him set foot in the bookstore?”

I didn’t have an answer for him, despite wishing so hard for it to form on my lips. In truth I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen James in person. Not seeing him had become routine to the point that I didn’t even consider it anymore. James was like a shadow on the wall; his presence was always felt, but he was never truly there. Sometimes I wondered what he would say if he walked into the store and saw me now. 

Time had changed me; or at least I liked to think it had. 

“So would you relax already?” Frank asked.

I nodded.

Aaron and Damien arrived shortly after we did with food in their possession. Damien seemed spry and upbeat as he went about the process of unpacking lunch and distributing it around, and I was happy for that. My talk with him had worked and he was in good spirits again. But Aaron… his face was dark and pensive, and he hadn’t said much since he walked in to the house.

Frank’s eyes drifted in my direction, narrowed into thin slits, and then went to Aaron. 

He knows. Gods dammit. 

Before Frank could mutter a single one of his sardonic words, I stood and went for Aaron who was standing in the kitchen like he had something to do there. He turned to look at me and I pounced, meeting his lips with mine before he could get a word out too. But he didn’t hold me like I wanted him to, and his lips were almost limp against my own. My stomach twisted into a knot and suddenly the heavy smell of hot, delicious food became repellant. 

“Are you okay?” I asked.

Aaron was trembling. I could feel his muscles vibrating beneath my hands as I held on to his shoulders. “Yeah,” he said, “I’m fine.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

The sharpness of his voice was like a punch to the gut. I let him go, turned toward the living room, and walked as if nothing was wrong. But my mind was racing a mile a minute, and the thought of eating a single bite of the food that had been laid out on the coffee table in the living room made me feel sick. 

What happened with Aaron and I in the woods was messed up, I knew. Aaron was upset about it, and rightly so. I had pretty much rejected his proposal, even if I hadn’t quite said no. In truth I had barely said anything at all, but only thought about the ramifications of an answer I, in the end, never gave him. 

Was that worse?

It probably was, I thought. A no would have been final. As would a yes, I guessed. But the lack of an answer was probably way more difficult for him to swallow. And by the look in his eyes I could tell he hadn’t swallowed it at all. He carried it with him like an iron ball shackled to his neck by a thick chain, and that was my doing. But the worst part was this: if he were to have asked me again then and there, I still wouldn’t have had an answer for him. And that, I was convinced, made me a terrible person.

“Where’s Collette?” Damien asked, snapping my thoughts in half like a brittle twig.

“Making a long-distance phone call,” Frank said.

Aaron joined us at the table and sat down, grabbing his meatball sub and taking a hearty bite out of it. I was envious of his ability to eat no matter what emotional state he was in. One of the blessings of being a werewolf, I guessed. 

Snap out of it, Amber, I thought. 

When Frank didn’t continue, I said, “She’s talking to a witch she knows—a man in Berlin.” 

“Berlin?” Damien asked, curious. “Berlin, Germany?”

I nodded. “It’s what I wanted to talk to you guys about, actually.” I looked at Frank, searching for approval, and he gave it with a slight nod. “It’s about the Dark Witch. We’ve had a development.” 

Aaron perked up at this, if only slightly. Damien put his food down, stopped chewing, and asked “What’s happened?”   

“Collette’s been speaking to this Witch in Germany. He says he’s been in contact with Linezka. Says he knows her weaknesses and he’s willing to share them with us.” 

“Willing to? As in, he won’t do it freely?” 

I shook my head. “Collette’s negotiating terms with him as we speak. He’s pretty adamant about staying hidden, staying out of sight.” 

“He’s a hermit,” Frank put in, “Lives off the grid somewhere. He’s terrified of coming face to face with her again, so he wants to be recompensed for his trouble.”

Aaron scoffed, but he didn’t say anything. 

“We’re giving him books,” I said, “I keep a stash of tomes in the bookstore, books retrieved from all over the world. Some of them have been useful to us in our research until now, so I figured he would have use for them too.” 

“And you think he’ll accept them as his payment?” 

“I don’t know. That’s what Collette is trying to arrange now.” 

Damien thought, searched my eyes, then Frank’s. “What if we need them?” 

“If we need them,” I said, “Then it means that whatever information he’s given us about Linezka has failed us. In which case we’re fucked.”

“Besides,” Frank added, “I’ve gone through a whole bunch of those books looking for anything that’ll help us against this witch and nothing’s come up as immediately useful.” 

“And if he agrees to the swap?” Aaron finally asked. He had finished his sub. “Books for information?” 

“I… guess we’ll have to make good on the trade,” I said.

“And that means?” 

He knew the answer. I didn’t have to tell him. And as it turned out, I couldn’t have told him even if I wanted to. Collette’s arrival on the back of a harsh, howling wind halted all conversation in the room. I turned my eyes to the window overlooking the front porch as, outside, fragments of twigs and fallen autumn leaves picked up off the ground flew at the house, slapping against wall, window, and door alike with impunity. Collette herself was only a shadow on that strange wind; a swift spot of shimmering darkness only visible to a witch’s eyes.

An instant later she pushed the front door open and brought the autumn in with her. Brown leaves and twigs and bits of loose dirt spilled into the house as if they were toys being mindlessly thrown into a child’s toy box by a frustrated parent. 

“Pardon,” she said when the wind died down to a mere suggestion, “I will clean zis up.” 

“What did he say?” I asked. Cleaning up was farthest from my mind.

Collette closed the front door and came into the living room, standing before us with her hands crossed over each other at her belly. She nodded. “He has agreed.”

My heart leapt into my throat, and then soared. I threw myself at Collette, hugged her, and thanked her. “What else did he say? Were there any conditions?” I asked.

“None, only zat we make haste to Berlin. He would like zis business done swiftly, and I do not blame him.” 

“No,” I said, “Neither do I.” 

“Berlin, then,” Frank said, “I’ve always wanted to try a real bratwurst.” 

“You’re not going,” I said, turning around sharply.

“What? I call bullshit. Why not?” 

“Because I need you here. And you need to be here too. All of you.” 

Aaron didn’t say anything, but as I looked into his blue eyes I found not the cool sensation of first snow on a winter’s eve, but the burning touch of ice so cold it could take the flesh right off a man’s bones. My throat went dry and tightened, but I fought through it.

“You all have things to do here,” I said, “Frank, someone needs to run the store. Damien, you have a job and your studies; you too, Aaron. If we all go then we’re gonna make a big thing out of this trip and I’d rather just get it over and done with as soon as possible. Get in and get out.” 

“Funny, that’s all I wanted to do too,” Frank said. 

I knew what I was doing to Aaron. I could see it on his face. The last time I had some dangerous trip to go on—when I ventured into the Underworld to rescue Collette’s soul—I had left him out of it and he had hated the feeling of impotence. I told him I would never do it again, that we were a team. And here I was… breaking my promise. 

As if I needed to add insult to injury. 

That thought brought a catch to my throat. I could feel the warmth of impending tears travelling up my throat, past my cheeks, and into my eyes. I didn’t want to look weak in front of them, though; they had put me in charge, after all, and what good was a leader who balked when it came time to make a difficult decision she knew not everyone would agree with?

“Collette,” I said, “Pack your things. I’m going to book us the earliest flight I can find. We’re going to Berlin.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 8

 

 

Flying to Europe brought back memories of my original trek into the old world. I hadn’t been able to sleep on the way there the first time, and I hadn’t been able to sleep this time either—though I slept like a log on the way back and probably would again this time. I guessed it was the excitement of going to a new place, the anticipation of experiencing new things, and the high of it. If going to a new place brought on a high, though, then coming back home was the crash.

Although I shouldn’t have been thinking about crashes… not that I was scared of flying or anything, far from it, but I didn’t want to tempt Fate. 

Luckily there had been no crashes, no accidents, and no mishaps. And some twenty hours after having set out from Raven’s Glen to SFO International in San Francisco, with a stopover in London, we were touching down on German soil at the international airport of Tegel located about an hour’s drive west of downtown. It was just like last time; the wonder and the sense of adventure. Like a breath of fresh air or a hug from an old friend. Only now I had another witch to share it with; a sister bound in blood and magick. 

After landing, we marched our way through the terminal, rushed through customs and passport control, and hurried right into the baggage reclaim feeling about as anxious as… well, a girl who was worried her luggage would wind up in another country. I had decided to go easy on the magick use until we had actually gotten to Berlin because I didn’t want to risk being detected prematurely and intercepted mid-air by anyone looking out for us. I didn’t know just how much intercepting Linezka and her minions were capable of, but a minor manipulation of Fate to ensure our bags arrived in Germany in a timely manner didn’t seem worth a potential mid-flight disaster. 

Collette stretched out, yawned, and her back clicked in several places.

“Are you okay?” I asked. 

“Yes,” she said when she recovered. “I am fine. I am just not used to long flights.” 

“Yeah, I’m a little stiff too. Nothing a good drink won’t fix, though.” 

“A drink? Now?” 

“What?” I asked, shrugging.

“It’s… five in ze afternoon. Wouldn’t you prefer a nap?” 

“Not really. It feels like we’ve been sitting down for years, I’m too excited to sleep, and I want to unwind a little before we get into the serious stuff, don’t you?”

“And your situation with Aaron has nothing to do with zis need for a drink?” 

Suddenly I couldn’t keep eye contact with her.

“Things with Aaron will get better,” she said, “Ze time apart will do you both good. Distance makes ze heart grow fonder.” 

This she had said before. We had spoken about Aaron at length while we waited for our first flight. Then again he came up on the flight to London. One more time he came up while we waited for our next flight at Heathrow airport. Of course, we spoke about him on the flight to Berlin, too. Aaron hadn’t been all we had talked about, sure, but he had come up once or twice.

Or fourteen times. 

“It’s okay,” I said, “We don’t have to go into it again. He drove us to the airport, so he can’t be that pissed at me. I think he’s more annoyed about my leaving him behind. This is the second time I’ve kept him on the sidelines.” 

“And, in my opinion, rightly so. A man of Aaron’s… kind… would not serve us well on zis mission.” 

“Try telling that to my big, macho, alpha dog of a boyf—holy shit, that’s my bag!” 

I squealed, dashed for it, and pulled it off the carousel while only barely avoiding a collision with the cutest looking little blond boy on the planet. After making many awkward apologies to the parents, who I was sure were Dutch, or Swiss, or Swedish—had I really become that rusty at picking up nationalities?—I made my way back to Collette with my big red suitcase in tow and a triumphant smile on my face.  

“I’ve never been so happy to see a bag before,” I said, sighing with relief. 

“But you have been to Europe before, non?” Collette asked. If she was worried for her bag it didn’t show on her face.

“Yeah I have, but last time I didn’t bring a suitcase with me – only a big backpack with as many spare clothes as I could cram into it. I sweet-talked my way into having them let me carry it on as hand-luggage so I didn’t have to wait for it in baggage reclaim.”

“It must have been exciting to go on an adventure like zat on your own.” 

“Just like when you came to see me, right? You were on your own when I met you.” 

“Yes, but zere was nothing exciting about zat journey.”

“I guess not…” I said, trailing off. 

We stood in silence for a while until Collette’s bag came rolling along the carousel. During that time I fished my phone out of my pocket, registered it to a local network, and hunted around for a decent Wi-Fi. The airport gave me 30 minutes of free time before they started asking me for money, so I capitalized on it and checked my emails and messages. As soon as internet connectivity returned to my phone the screen flooded with messages from Frank.

 

Frank: I don’t miss you.

Frank: Really, I don’t.

Frank: Your boyfriend is a big bore when you’re not here. Does he know any tricks? 

Frank: So I was walking around town today and guess who I bumped into. 

 

What followed was a selfie Frank had taken with a friend of his who I sort of knew. Frank was putting on a wide-eyed sneer which, with his milky white contacts and pale skin, made him look like some kind of ghoul. The other guy, who was as tall as Frank, with his cropped brown hair and deep brown eyes seemed way too normal to be associated with the likes of Frank.

I say I sort of knew him because Frank had spoken about an “old friend” who had come into town recently and had been spending time with him lately. But I hadn’t met him yet, this stranger who was taking so much of Frank’s attention. 

Was it possible Frank had a boyfriend?

 

Frank: I miss you less now, see? Gonna go get a Pumpkin Spice Latte #psl4life

Frank: He’s cute isn’t he?

Frank: Music booked, catering on standby, gonna see a man about a Centenary Hall to close the deal on the Halloween party soon. You better be back in time for it. I think I may go as Wednesday Addams. Thoughts?

 

My stomach sank to the floor. Shit, I thought. I had forgotten about Halloween. I had wanted to help him put this party together—this great big witchy blowout—but then this happened, and now I was in Berlin. With just over two weeks to Halloween, and me caught in Europe for most of that time, I wondered how much I would be able to help. But there was a message from Aaron waiting for me on my phone that stole my thoughts; a message that I had seen come in when the Wi-Fi hooked on, but one that I hadn’t chosen to look at first. Whether I had been savoring it or dreading it I couldn’t say. All I knew was that it had waited long enough.

I pressed the screen above Aaron’s name and the message opened up.

 

Aaron: Come back to me in one piece, okay?

 

If reading Frank’s messages had me already teetering on the edge of emotion, Aaron’s message sent me plunging into it. A strange sound escaped my lips—half laugh, half cry—and the sound was followed by a smile. Collette saw it as she approached, laid a hand on my shoulder, and asked me if I was alright. I told her that it was and her touch made the swell of feeling subside to a more manageable level. 

“I’m glad you’re with me,” I said. 

Collette smiled and we made our way toward the exit. I worked fast at the keys to type a message out to Aaron before we lost Wi-Fi coverage, but by the time I hit send it was too late. It would have to send later on at the hotel.

Outside, a grey Berlin yawned in greeting. The sun was struggling to break through the clouds but hadn’t quite made it. It was a bright smear, feebly illuminating through cover that seemed to stretch from horizon to horizon. The air was crisp and cool, but it didn’t have the bite of the fall yet. From their lofty height, seated atop a power-line, a murder of crows called out their raucous, rowdy cries.

We didn’t have to pick a cab out of the lineup—a cabbie approached us. In fact, it was almost as if he had honed in on us from a distance and made haste toward us like some kind of missile. He was friendly enough, though, and he helped hoist our bags into the trunk of the cab. Moments later, we were on the road. 

Berlin raced along outside my window as we made our way through the streets of the German Capital. The gothic structures, some hundreds of years old, all styled in the Christian-architecture that drew me to Europe in the first place, still held their wonder. Gargoyles, black iron, roman windows, and crosses—so many crosses—stood in stark contrast to the modern concrete structures of today, which incidentally were all covered in graffiti tags. 

That was something that I loved about Berlin; it was the birth place of street-art, and today’s cradle of self-expression.

There was barely a single building I could see that hadn’t been touched by some kind of neon blue, green, pink, or yellow paint save, maybe, for the oldest buildings. The ones the city really maintained. The driver, Yens was his name, explained that the police in Berlin didn’t clamp down so much on street artists, so a lot of the art would remain on the canvas for a long time. 

One of the pieces I saw was huge. It was an astronaut tagged in black spray paint, floating on the side of an apartment block. It must have been 20 feet tall, and the artist must have had to pull some crazy acrobatics to get it done, but there it was, blowing my mind. I suspected Yens, who had been telling us the incredible stories of how these bits of art were created, was taking us for a ride. It was a fantastic tour, don’t get me wrong, but when he slapped us with an 89 Euro bill I felt that familiar angry heat rise into my throat.

“That was, like, 130 bucks,” I said to Collette once we had gotten off the cab. “Did we just get ripped off?” 

Collette shrugged. “Maybe,” she said, “But we’re safe, and we’re here.” 

“Yeah, that’s true.” 

I made a 360 degree spin and took in my surroundings. Alexanderplatz, one of the city’s main districts, wasn’t as tall as an American would have come to expect of a central district in a capital city. Nor was it as cramped as some cities, like New York, tended to be in many places. But it was perfectly European, with its red-brick Victorian buildings, its massive clock towers, and its wide open pedestrian courtyards; not to mention the slew of little cafes, bistros, and eateries.

Across the busy street I saw the Alexanderplatz overhead train station; the city’s main train hub, which saw the connection of three underground lines, three overhead lines, and several bus lines. We could have taken the train from the airport, I thought. But that was in the past, and in any case the thought was immediately dwarfed by the hugely impressive TV Tower, otherwise known as the Fernsehturm Berlin—a disco ball impaled on a tall spike—the tallest building in all of Berlin. At least, that I knew anyway.

Not wanting to be overcome with tourist syndrome, we made tracks for the hotel. Luckily, it wasn’t hard to get to from where we were. We had chosen Alexanderplatz because of its accessibility—and because the last time I was in Berlin I had been too concerned with the Berlin Wall to even think of visiting Amexanderplatz—but mostly because the hotels and hostels here weren’t too expensive, so we figured we would stay somewhere comfortable as well as central. 

Of course, just because we were in a European city didn’t mean that we needed to necessarily stay at a hostel like a pair of travelers. I wasn’t a penniless student anymore, and while I wasn’t a snob either, I had grown out of communal bathrooms, no showers, and no internet. So we strolled right into the Holiday Inn across the way, checked in to our room, and headed on upstairs. It still marveled me how everyone here spoke English so well. 

When I pulled the curtains back a darkening Berlin rolled out in front of me. From here I could see the train station, all red brick and fluorescent light. Beyond it the TV tower, with the red light atop its spire glowing red and tall in the night. And beyond that, the twinkling lights of a city that was starting to look more alive now, in the dark, than it had during the day. 

I had missed Europe so much. 

Collette’s reflection melted in next to mine. She was smiling. 

“This is as close to home as you’ve been in a long time, huh?” I asked.

“Oui,” she said. 

“Do you miss home?” 

“I do and I don’t. I miss France, of course. But I have a new home with you, one I am very grateful for.” 

I turned around and smiled. “And you’re welcome to it for as long as you like. Of course, assuming we can get you back in to the US.” 

“Zat will not be a problem.” A wicked grin spread across her face.

“Oh?” 

“Did we have a problem getting out?” 

“No, but historically I think my country has had more problems letting aliens in than out.” 

Collette went for her purse, pulled out her passport, and showed it to me. I hadn’t seen her passport photo yet so I suspected I was on the verge of breaking out into a fit of laughter because, well, no one takes a good passport photo and I was sure Collette wasn’t the exception to the rule; no matter how beautiful she was. But when I flicked through it I was surprised to find the passport empty. 

Completely empty.

Out of my mouth a kind of “eh?” sound escaped. “It’s blank,” I said. “You left the country with this?” 

“And entered.” 

“Okay, now I’m interested,” I said, handing the passport back. “What does it do?” 

“Ze passport was my mother’s,” she started to say, but then she trailed off and shook her head. “Non, zis is a conversation for another time. I will check my emails and we will go, yes?” 

“Alright,” I said, eyeing her suspiciously, “But I get to pick the places we go to tonight. And you finish telling me what you were about to say.” 

“You can pick ze places, and perhaps I will tell you what I was about to say.” 

“Fine, but just so you know, I plan on having fun tonight. The serious stuff doesn’t start until tomorrow, understood?” 

Collette nodded, retrieved her tablet from her bag, and sat down at the desk to, presumably, start the process of hooking on to the hotel wireless network and check her emails. Emails, I thought. Who is she emailing? That guy we’re supposed to meet? I thought he was a hermit.

It didn’t matter. I was hungry and in desperate need of a shower, so I went ahead and fixed the latter problem all the while mulling over possible places to eat at—TV Tower, the Chicken Place by the train station, or maybe somewhere in the mall across the way—and musing about my plan to get Collette drunk tonight. She never drank anything besides wine, never lived in any way excessively, “everything in moderation” she would say in her sultry French accent. But tonight that would change. 

Tonight, after dinner, we were drinking Absinthe.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 9

 

 

In the end we decided to simply head down to the hotel restaurant and grab a quick bite before going out. After, we made our way out of the Holiday Inn and walked across that grand plaza standing between our hotel and the train station. At the station we decided, after much deliberation, to pick up an S-Bahn train, S-Bahn being short hand German for “city rapid railway”, and head to a nearby district where there was, I had learned the last time I was here, a real Absinthe bar. Of course, I couldn’t speak German and Collette’s was pretty rusty, so we had to figure out the maps on our own because, well, I couldn’t entirely remember where it was.

“It’s this one,” I said, pointing at an escalator. “We literally just take the train from Alexanderplatz, ride it a couple of stops down to…” I checked the map on the wall and tapped it, “Here, Berlin Nordbahnhof, and then it’s a short walk to the bar.” 

“For an American,” she said, offering a pretext I was sure was bracing me for offence, “Your pronunciation of German words, despite not knowing ze language, is quite remarkable.” 

“I am sure I can imitate your accent as well, ma cherie,” I said, putting on my best Collette impression.

“How long did you spend in Europe?” she asked as she followed me up the escalator.

“A while. Long enough to pick up what I could. I can understand most Latin languages well enough if they’re spoken slowly. Maybe not German, though; this language sounds like typewriters being thrown down stairs.”

“I actually find German to be quite charming.” 

“I disagree. French, that’s charming. Even Spanish, maybe. And let’s not get started on the British accent; that drives us nuts over in the US.” 

Collette giggled and made her way up the escalator. 

Getting a ticket wasn’t difficult. The ticket machines, situated all over any platform, were automated. You just went up to it, tapped on the touchscreen display and made your selection—Zone’s 1 through 2, 1.50 Euros return—dropped the right number of coins into the slot, and out came your ticket complete with a holographic stub. 

Simple enough. 
But purchasing a ticket didn’t quite cut it. You also had to validate it using one of the other nearby machines. That way, if a ticket inspector asked, you could prove that your trip was valid and thereby avoid the embarrassment of having to pay for another ticket in front of everyone. I wished I had known this on my first trip to the German city. Gods no. I won’t let that happen to me again. 

Of course I hadn’t known, and that hadn’t been a fun experience for the introvert in me.

But I had come prepared this time, locked and loaded with all of the tricks and tips I would need to get around without issue—even if I hadn’t quite bothered to pre-map the route from our hotel to the absinthe bar. Luckily, Fate intervened in the form of Daniel Robinson; an American traveler who, after hearing my accent, approached us with impunity and introduced himself.

Daniel was alright. He reminded me a little of a wandering dog, padding along on roads he didn’t know, pissing on everything as he went just to leave his mark; for the mere sake of proving he had been there. Proving what—and to whom—though, maybe not even he knew. Still, he had a charming smile, pearly white teeth, clear hazel eyes, and while his voice made him sound like his throat didn’t know the meaning of wetness there was something friendly about it.

Welcoming, I thought, that’s what he is. He’s welcoming.

And helpful, as it turned out. Daniel had been in Berlin for a few days and one of the first places he had gone to was the same Absinthe bar we were looking for. Maybe he sensed our newness to Berlin, or maybe it was written on our faces, but he decided to abandon his previous plans and get off the train with us at Nordbahnhof to lead us to the place because everyone had to try Absinthe the way Hemmingway had it at least once.

The first thing that struck me as we came off the S-Bahn and walked out of the platform building, which looked more like the interior of an old residential building that had been gutted out and pierced through with a train track than a platform, was the total absence of noise on the streets. The hour hadn’t crept past the point of mandatory noise reduction yet and besides the odd car hissing past over a road covered in evening dew… silence.

“It’s so quiet here,” Collette said as we crossed the street, “Too quiet to be a capital.” 

“That’s because Berlin actually enforces it’s no noise policy,” I said, “You can drink out in the streets if you want and you won’t get arrested for it, but if you make a sound after about ten while you do it they’ll come and get you.” 

“I enjoy silence,” Collette said, “It was one of ze things I enjoyed most about France.” 

“Raven’s Glen isn’t that noisy, maybe in the fall and the winter when everyone’s driving around in their cars, but as far as people getting arrested for noise pollution? I wouldn’t be able to tell you.” 

I thought back to the day Damien and I had first met Frank. Marilyn Manson had been screaming at the top of his lungs about the Beautiful People, a sound so loud and heavy every beat and thump was like a sledgehammer driving into the walls attempting to contain them. Gods only knew how long the music had been going for, and yet the Sheriff was nowhere to be seen.

No, the Sheriff was too busy figuring out ways to kill me, I thought, grimly.

“Raven’s Glen, huh?” Daniel asked, “Where’s that?” 

“Northern California.” 

“You get a lot of Ravens up there in Northern CA?” 

“A few,” I said, smiling. 

“So why Raven’s Glen?” 

“I guess it’s because last name of the guy who founded the town was Raven?” 

“Was his first name Glen?” 

“I don’t know you, Danny, but no one likes a smartass.” 

Daniel grinned a wicked grin and halted abruptly. 

“Is this it?” I asked.

We had been walking along a quiet sidewalk for a short while. The sun had now completely disappeared, and with it so too had much of the ambient heat disappeared. I was wearing a long black cardigan over my black top and dark skinny jeans, thankfully, but that was coincidence more than forethought. I made a mental note to buy something warmer tomorrow as we came to a stop in front of a storefront with a big green sign above the door that read “Absinthe” in wild and quirky font. 

“Your powers of perception astound me, Amber,” Collette said in a sardonic tone.

“Oh hush,” I said.

Daniel readjusted his backpack and turned to us, smiling. “Yeah, this is it. The Absinthe they serve here isn’t the hallucinogenic type Hemmingway used to drink, but it’ll get you pretty wasted if you aren’t prepared for it.” 

“It’s alright, we ate before we came here.” 

Then there came an awkward pause, like the awkward before someone decides whether to invite another person in for a night cap. And in that pause I heard the rustling of leaves, the distant screech of a train in a tunnel, and, the whisper of the cooling wind as it whooshed gently past my ears. They were the sounds of silence.

My eyes went to Collette, and I found her looking at me; equally lost.

Then the door to the bar abruptly opened, and Daniel’s face lit up. 

“Well look who the fuck it is!” said the guy—another American—who had just opened the door. “I thought you were in Turkey, man.”

“Came back yesterday,” Daniel said. 

The guy in the door looked at us, then back at Daniel. 

“Oh,” Daniel said, “These are Amber and Collette.” 

“Hey,” I said. Collette nodded in acknowledgement. 

“Well howdy,” he said, with a noticeable southern drawl to his voice, “I’m Cliff, and I’d be happy for you two lovely ladies to accompany us for a little bit of the green monster. Whaddaya say?”

His offer seemed kindly enough, and I could see the eagerness in Daniel’s eyes, but I shook my head. 

“If you don’t mind, I think we’ll take our drinks alone. Thanks for bringing us here, though, Daniel. Your first drink is on us.”

Daniel nodded, accepting my rebuke, but Cliff stood blocking the door as I made my way toward it. “Are you sure I can’t change the little lady’s mind?” 

I could feel the tension worm into my muscles and my body stiffened like a board. Little? Who’s he calling little? Did this greasy haired, unshaven, nomad of a man think he was some kind of cowboy? Collette must have sensed the rapid build-up of Power inside of me, must have felt the wind picking up speed, because she pulled up behind me, placed a hand on my shoulder, and declined Cliff’s offer with words instead of Magick. 

Cliff moved aside and let us head into the building, but as the sobering heat of the controlled environment hit me I became immediately aware that I had just done something stupid. 

“I’m so sorry,” I said to Collette once we found a booth at the back of the bar to sit in. “I don’t know what came over me.” 

Collette nodded. “Nothing happened, ma cherie,” she said, “Are you alright?”

“I think so.” I was shaking. “I just… I got so mad at the guy. I wanted to hurt him.” 

Collette frowned, then nodded. “Don’t dwell. We have been through a long ordeal to get here. You are tired, that’s all.”

I returned her nod and felt the tension fall away from me like flecks of dead skin in the summer. The bar we were in was low and dimly lit, and had an old English kind of tavern feel to it. The bar was black and made of oak, I guessed, and behind it—stacked next to each other—were colorful bottles, some red, some blue, many green. On the other side of the building from where we were I saw Daniel, Cliff, and his friends sitting in a bay booth overlooking the street. When his eyes caught mine I looked away. 

He had been nice to us and I had been kind of a bitch to deny him. But I hadn’t denied him, exactly; it was that southern friend of his. Was he Texan? Or did he come from one of the Carolinas? I didn’t know. I only knew that his aura tasted like stale beer and that I didn’t like it. 

Stale, warm beer.

Luckily, the menu—which was a colorful flyer pressed between the glass upper layer of the table and the wooden lower layer—stole my attention away with its little green fairies and the promise of a drink I had not yet tasted. 

“This all looks good,” I said. “And cheap too.” 

I had re-acquainted myself with the Euro pretty quickly. Absinthe was served on its own, never mixed, and always came in the same volume, so the menu quoted prices in terms of the brands of Absinthe you could drink instead of quantities or what other soft drinks you could mix it with. A serving of Absinthe, about five fingers, would set you back only 2.50 Euros. 

Pretty cheap.

We chose to drink the regular Absinthe so we went to the bar, put our orders down—as well as an order of a single drink for Daniel—and the barman came to our table a few moments later with two glass cups half filled with green liquid, two spoons, a simple red lighter, two cups of water, and a bowl of sugar cubes. 

I stared at the green liquid in the glass like it was going to leap out, transform into a real fairy, and strangle me with its tiny hands. Collette seemed equally hesitant.

“Are you alright?” I asked.

“Yes, I’m fine.” 

“C’mon, just try it. For me?” 

“I don’t normally drink.” 

“I know you don’t. It’s like your thing. You don’t drink, don’t cuss, and you’re always so… flawless.” 

“Iz zat a confession of attraction?” 

“Maybe it is, but it’s also an observation… why?” 

It hit me then that Collette had never been open about her sexuality. She hadn’t shown an interest in Damien, although I suspected that the barrier there was my rocky past with him and not a physical attraction. They were both good looking people. But in all our friendship she had never spoken about a boy from her past… or a girl… and I hadn’t pressed. But after a few drinks?

Collette’s lips curled upward into a light smile, and the smile disarmed her. She sighed and deftly went about the process of putting together this science-project of a drink as if it was second nature to her; melt a sugar cube over the glass until it dissolves into the spoon, pour water over the spoon with the sugar into the drink, stir it, then knock it back. I watched for a moment, perplexed at the ease and quickness of her movements—and annoyed that I had forgotten entirely—and followed her steps until the liquid was ready to drink.

It didn’t burn, didn’t force my face to twist in the same way Tequila used to do, and tasted a little like candy. All in all the experience was anti-climactic; like a firework that shrieks into the sky and doesn’t explode. It tasted fine, don’t get me wrong, but it wasn’t all it had been cracked up to be.

“Zat was… nice…” Collette said. “A little on ze sweet side for me, though.”

“Yeah… I’m not even going to ask how you knew how to do that. Instead… another?” Maybe I hadn’t done it right.

Collette nodded and I smiled, but neither of us got a chance to get up to order. Before we could even flinch, the barman arrived with a tray and two more cups on it as if he had read our minds. Then he pointed at the table where Daniel was sitting and the traveler was waiting with a thumbs up. I returned the gesture and instantly regretted doing so. Who thumbs up anymore?  

“Looks like you have an admirer,” I said.

She shook her head. “It iz you he is smitten by.” 

“Well that’s too bad, because I’m spoken for.” Or at least I would have been, had I not been such an idiot. “Anyway, so, back at the hotel you were about to tell me about your passport…” 

“Ah, yes… zat.” She trailed off, but I was determined to pull it out of her.

“C’mon, you know more about my private life than I do about yours.” 

“Perhaps zis is because you choose to make your private life public.” 

“Not public; but I believe in sharing with friends. We’re friends, right?” 

“Sisters,” she said, correcting.

“Sisters share more than friends do.” 

“I suppose.” 

I had her. “Then? You know you can talk to me about anything right?” 

She nodded.

“I would never violate your trust.” 

“I know you wouldn’t.”

“Alright, so… start from the top. You were telling me it belonged to your mother? Was she a witch too?” 

Collette nodded again. She sighed, smiled like someone recalling a fond memory, and said, “My mother wasn’t only a witch; she fought for ze French Resistance during ze Nazi occupation of France in World War two.” 

“Holy shit; for real?” 

“Yes. In fact, her coven was a vital part of ze resistance. When ze Germans invaded, her Coven split up and scattered across all of France but not until after engaging in a ritual to allow zem all instant telepathic communication with each other. Zis way zey could keep tabs on ze invaders and relay important military information to other freedom fighters in ze area to coordinate attacks.”

“That sounds really amazing.” 

“Of course, zis meant maintaining her cover was more important zan anything. Ze occupying army could and would frequently stop anyone and everyone zey wanted to and demand to see zeir papers. My mother noticed zat French citizens were looked at with more scrutiny than Germans who had moved to France previously, so she created a passport zat could change shape and show the reader whatever ze owner wanted zem to see. Germans, then, saw not a French baker, but a German one.”

“I can’t believe your mother was alive during the World War. I mean, she wasn’t just alive, she was in it. She lived it.”

“Oui. And when she… passed… ze passport came to me.” Her gaze fell to the table. 

 The hesitation in her voice clanged hard against my ears. I couldn’t shake it. “Collette?” I asked.

She made an “mm?” sound and looked up. 

“How did she die?” 

“I want to tell you,” Collette said.

“Then why don’t you?” 

Suddenly the mood in our little corner of the bar took a turn for the grim without as much as a warning. The air felt heavier and my lungs responded by asking my brain to take longer, deeper breaths. “It was her, Amber,” she said, gravely. 

She didn’t have to clarify who “her” was. I knew. In my heart of hearts I knew. Now it was my hand that reached for Collette’s. “I’m sorry,” I said, “I’m so sorry.” 

Collette shook her head. “You don’t have to be. It was a long time ago. I told you zat zis witch spared none who crossed her, if she could help it. It happened on ze year ze war ended, in 1942. I was in London at ze time, hiding as per my mother’s orders. My mother had been left weak after a final engagement with a German werewolf, ze officer who had tormented so many of her friends and comrades. Linezka had been zere all along, watching, and controlling ze werewolf.” 

“Wait…” I said. Numbers started to fly around in my head but they were all jumbled up, as if someone had opened a box of numbers and was throwing them all over the place while I tried desperately to grab them. To make sense of them. But it didn’t work. Finally, I asked, “Collette… how old are you?” 

She too took a deep breath. “I will be one hundred and thirty nine zis year.” 

“I’m sorry, it sounded as if you just said you would be one hundred and thirty nine this year.” 

“I did.” 

Her answer sent me reeling. Without saying another word, I lit the Absinthe before me in the same way I had done before and poured the warm liquid into my throat. It tickled as it went down and I felt it all the way to my belly, the sensation somehow sobering me instead of inebriating me further. 

Collette, I saw, had done the same.

“One hundred and thirty nine,” I said, “I’m not… I won’t even ask you how that’s possible. But I will ask how the hell you still manage to look so damn good.” 

Her face brightened, and her smile seemed thin the atmosphere some. Enough for us both to breathe a little easier, at least. “I should have told you sooner,” she said.

“Told me what, exactly?” 

“About my age. About my history, about my mother.” 

I shook my head. “If there’s one thing I know about you is that you do things exactly when you mean to. Tonight, it was time. I know it was. Only…”

“Oui?” Collette asked. 

“When we first met… I don’t know, maybe I was too overwhelmed to pick up on exactly everything you were saying, but you made it look like your Shadow…” that thing that snatched a part of her soul away and stole off into the Underworld “… you said it took off on the new moon, as in the new moon before we met.”

Collette nodded.

“I’ve just got the timelines mixed up. When did you become a Witch?” 

“Not until my eighteenth birthday,” she said, “Zat is when I fell into ze Underworld.” 

“And... I guess you stopped aging after that?” 

“No, I stopped aging when I bargained for the power of longevity.” 

“Sounds ominous.” 

“It isn’t. Longevity isn’t immortality, and the gift—as with all of my powers—comes at a price.”

“A price?” 

She cocked her head to the side and smiled. “I was shown the manner of my death.” 

“I’m sorry, what? How—I mean, why?”  

“Because, ma cherie, zat is ze way of ze Underworld. And I would rather not speak of it. I would like to keep some secrets, and speaking of it would bring us both bad luck.” 

“Yeah… sure,” I said, and because I didn’t know what the heck to say next—I mean, what do you say to that?—, I said, “So you had that Shadow thing attached to you for over a hundred years; I guess what I’m not understanding is, why now? Why take off now?” 

That seemed like a better question to ask. And more to the point, too. I didn’t think I wanted to know the manner of Collette’s death. I certainly wouldn’t have wanted to know mine. All the power in the world wasn’t worth having to live with that knowledge.

Collette sighed. “Ze Shadow is greedy. Mine believed it could gather enough strength to kill Linezka on its own and steal her power.” 

“Could it?” 

“I could not say.” 

“It would have done me a favor if it could,” I said, a little absently. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that.” 

“I know. I take no offence. In truth, ze Shadow could not have existed without me anymore zan I could exist without it—even if it thought otherwise. Zis is a cross all Necromancers must bear, and ze reason why we must be careful around our contact.” 

“He has one too? A Shadow?” 

“Oui. Ze Shadow iz a Necromancer’s conduit to their power. We begin our journey as Witches without a Shadow, zen ze Underworld calls us, and a Shadow finds us in the dark beneath.” 

“Are you going to teach me anymore of your magick?” 

She shook her head.

“Oh come on, you’ve already taught me how to manipulate light and dark and stuff. I want to know how to move like a shadow or turn into one the way you do.” My face bore a hungry grin from ear to ear, the face of a dog eager to play a new game. If I had a tail, it would have been thumping against the cushions.

“Not yet. Sorceress you may be, but Necromancer you are not. We must have patience; zis magick is dangerous, and without a Shadow it could kill you to use it.” 

“Kill me? How?” 

“Ze Shadow has made a deal with ze dead and ze powers of ze Underworld to use zeir magick. It pays instead of me. Without a Shadow, ze dead would come seeking zeir payment from you.” 

“Okay, fine,” I said. “At least you didn’t have to make a deal with the beast for your power. That makes you different.”

“Absolutely,” Collette said, almost defensively, “My power comes from a different place than Linezka’s. I did not seek power out; power found me.” 

I nodded. That I could believe. Frank had told me a long time ago that a Necromancer’s power came directly from the Underworld, from the dead, and Collette now confirmed it, but she went on to say that while a Necromancer is powerful, her power is only borrowed—it isn’t hers. It belongs to the dead. And the dead expect to be paid back with interest for their service, with the Shadow acting as a negotiator between both interested parties.

I found myself wondering, then, what was worse; making a deal with the devil, or a deal with the dead?

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 10

 

 

Aaron hadn’t been paying much attention to the TV; his mind was with her. She had left yesterday and he still hadn’t heard anything back. Was she ok? Had she landed? Had she gotten my message? Maybe she doesn’t have any coverage out there… that has to be it. Or maybe you just fucked it up, Cooper. Ten out of ten on that proposal, man, way to drive her off into the night. 

He sprang out of bed, paced around the bedroom, and considered his options. 

“I could call her,” he said to himself, “Fuck it. What time would it be over there? Two in the morning?” 

Amber had left him a handy google link for him to use to figure out the time differences, but he wasn’t in the mood to—nor did he think it would be safe for him to—handle a computer right now. His temper had reached simmering, and handling a computer required a level of patience Aaron wasn’t sure he could reach right now.

Incidentally it was two in the morning in Berlin; Aaron’s natural instincts were sharp and spoke to him loudly, even if he didn’t always know the difference between a thought driven by instinct and one driven by logic. Such was the life of a werewolf; an exercise in duality, a psychiatrist’s wet dream.

He marched to the bed, grabbed his phone, and went for Amber’s number. But then the phone began to vibrate in his hand and Amber’s smiling face—her gorgeous pale skin, eyes like the green of a lake in the spring, hair like fire—appeared on the screen. He almost didn’t answer it out of sheer shock, but he regained himself after a moment, tapped the green button, and brought the phone to his face.

“Amber,” he said, “Hey, listen—” 

But it wasn’t Amber on the other line. In fact, the sounds he heard weren’t even human. They were screeches and screams Aaron’s mind couldn’t process; a cacophony of discord and chaos not meant for the human ear. Not even meant for a werewolf’s ear. And when the call ended with an abrupt click the phone slipped out of Aaron’s hand and dropped to the floor.

His eyes rolled into the back of his skull, his mouth worked inaudibly, Adam’s apple bobbing up and down as he spoke muted words in a language he wasn’t possibly capable of reproducing. Then his knees gave way, buckling under a weight they had been accustomed to ever since Aaron had been old enough to walk, and his torso followed, hitting the ground with a loud thud. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 11

 

 

The next morning I struggled up from sleep—no, I escaped sleep—only to find myself staggering to the bathroom in a hurry and emptying the contents of my stomach into the toilet bowl in great big heaves. I had just about managed to pull my hair from out of my face when my mouth opened and last night came pouring out, but it was a close call. Too close. And as I knelt there, retching, I was vaguely aware that I had banged my knee on a hard surface on the way to the bathroom and it was hurting like all hell. 

“Oh Gods,” I said between heaves. 

When the last one came, or at least the one I thought was the last one, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and felt around for the button to flush the toilet down. Finally I found it, and a few rushing, gurgling motions later, the toilet was empty again and smelling vaguely of Lemon Fresh. 

Slowly, I hoisted myself back up to my feet, doing my best to ignore the sharp pain shooting out of my knee, and acquainted my face with cold German water from the faucet. When I looked up into the mirror, I didn’t like the face of the girl looking back at me. She was pale and haggard, disheveled and totally unfit to meet the day ahead. 

How much did you drink last night, for the Goddess’ sake!  

To my recollection we had only drunk those two cups of Absinthe… but that was just it; I couldn’t recall much else beyond that point. Another cold splash of water helped reel me in to the morning, but the pain in my knee hadn’t subsided and a new one was starting to form in my stomach. It came as a dull throb first, and then the throb grew a fist and drove it into me, again and again. I lowered myself to the cool, tiled floor and curled up into a ball on my side. 

“Amber?” Collette’s voice was a hoarse echo. 

“Here,” I managed.

Moments later she joined me in the bathroom, and for an instant—in a moment that felt almost like the space between contractions—I found myself thinking ha, don’t look so perfect now. And I didn’t know why the thought had come only that it was there, like an unwelcomed guest who had just come barging in with no invitation.

“Where iz ze pain?” she asked, kneeling by my side.

“Everywhere,” I said, wincing, “Why aren’t you throwing up?” 

She took my hand, squeezed it, and gently blew into my ear. Her breath was as cold as a winter breeze and it soothed me enough to allow my wits to return, but the pain shooting through me in sharp waves was immense. It truly was everywhere. My head, my knee, my stomach, chest, and back. Nothing felt right about it 

But Collette helped me to my feet, and even though my whole body felt like it was made of jelly instead of actual bones, I was able to stand on my own. 

“Thank you,” I said, “That’s better.”  

“I’ll get you something to drink,” she said, and stepped lightly into the dark bedroom again.

“Last night was rough. Do you remember much?” 

“Non,” she said from out of the gloom. “We drank enough to forget, but at least we made it to ze hotel.” 

“That’s impressive, for two drunk girls who can’t speak a lick of German.” 

“I suspect we had help.” 

“Oh? What makes you say that?” 

She returned to the bathroom with a box of aspirin and my phone in her hand. When I took it and flicked the screen on, the wallpaper I once had on it with a pentacle floating in the middle of a stormy sky had been replaced with a picture of me, Collette, and Daniel. We all looked pretty drunk, but happy, at least. 

“Oh Gods,” I said. “Well, at least he isn’t here right now… right? Tell me he isn’t here.” 

Collette shook her head and smiled.

In the twenty minutes or so that followed while Collette took a shower and washed the night off her skin, a ritual I would be undertaking soon, I went through my phone and looked through the pictures I had taken. They told a story of a night that went, at least to the casual observer, uphill as time went on. Our serious conversation about the war and Collette’s mother had transformed into a pretty fun night with a bunch of travelers; Daniel, his Swedish friend whose name I didn’t catch, a small Finnish man with big ears whose name I thought may have been Yani, and even Cliff; although Cliff only made an appearance in two of the pictures.

Another quick search through my phone’s most recently used apps assured me that, yes, I had taken Daniel’s number down. And, almost as if on cue, that part of the night came snapping back to me as if in a series of black and white photographs. Daniel had insisted we swap numbers just in case he ever found himself in the California region, despite clearly telling him that I had “a six foot two animal of a boyfriend”. 

Wait, I thought. No. I hadn’t said boyfriend; I had said fiancée. That particular photograph came up and slapped me in the face so hard it left a mark. I in the heady, unfiltered high of drunkenness I had called Aaron my fiancé, and what was that thing people said about being drunk? That you’re your truest self? 

I wanted to ask Collette. Of the two of us she seemed to have been less affected by the alcohol—when did I become a lightweight?—so maybe she could shed a little light on what had happened, but she was in the shower. And I wasn’t about to call Daniel and ask him what I had said to him about the guy I was with. I doubted he remembered, or even cared, much about the things I had said. 

When Collette stepped out of the shower wrapped in two towels—one for her head and one for her body—I offered her my phone and bid her have a look at the shenanigans we had gotten up to on our first night in Berlin while I went and had my own moment under the water. My hair was straw, the gross feeling of a long trip clung to my skin. 

The shower felt like diving into a pool on a warm summer afternoon when the water’s just right, and as the night fell into the drain the pain in my stomach and my sudden and involuntary need to retch I had felt immediately upon waking that morning vanished with it. For the first time since I left Raven’s Glen I felt like a whole, real person. 

Until I came upon Collette’s furrowed brow and grave expression. 

“What’s up?” I asked, running a towel through my wet copper hair.

“Have you looked at zese pictures?” 

“Yeah, I have,” I said, sitting down knee first on my bed. “Why?” 

Collette’s eyes were serious. I left my hair alone for a moment and gave her my attention. She handed me the phone and watched me as I scrolled through them, but she hadn’t said anything and that alone made my hand tremble. 

“What am I looking for?” I asked, looking at a picture of Collette, Daniel, and me outside of the Absinthe bar with its green neon sign glowing happily behind us. 

“Look hard, Amber—with the eye that sees all.” 

I swallowed, took a deep breath, held it, concentrated; and then I saw it. There, in the background, there was a figure. A dark thing wreathed in shadow, twisting the light around it in weird ways. The breath escaped from my mouth in a quick puff of shock and surprise. I stared at the image more closely, but it was hard to look at.

“Collette…” I said, “What am I looking at?” 

“I don’t know, but ze figure iz in every photo.” 

Unconsciously I started scrolling, and my flesh shrank against my bones and prickled all over. The figure was in each and every one of the pictures we had taken last night, always at the edge of the camera’s eye, the dark thing wreathed in shadow. Sometimes it was closer, so close you could almost start to see some kind of a distinguishing feature, but mostly it looked like a vaguely humanoid smudge on the photo. You wouldn’t have been wrong to believe it was an imperfection in the photo, if it didn’t appear in every photo we had taken after the Absinthe bar. 

Then I came upon the last photo we had taken last night and fear entered my heart, driving any remaining calmness out. 

I swallowed hard, and then swallowed again, and again. The third time, nothing happened; it was a movement of already tired muscles that yielded no saliva. The fear was in my throat now, and it tasted like bile. My hand clamped tightly around the phone and I pulled it closer to my face, in stark disbelief of what I was seeing.

The picture I was looking at was a selfie Collette and I had taken before bed. The two of us looked tired and drunk, and the room was so dark that the image was grainy and pixelated in places. In the angle behind us was the window to the outside, where the faint glow of the street was coloring the dark curtain a kind of muted yellow. And there was the shape; the dark thing in the form of a man, standing by the window, watching us, his silhouette clearly visible against the yellow backdrop.

How long had he followed us? How long did he stay, watching us as we slept? Was he still here now? The questions fired at me like machine-gun bullets with a speed matching that of my rapidly thumping heart. 

Whack-whack-whack!

“Is it… gone?” I asked.

“I think so,” Collette said, “But I can feel its presence still, the mark of its passing.” 

I shut the phone off, put it on the bed, and closed my eyes. Reaching out to the Nether was easy for me now, as easy as stretching my hand out in the dark to find a light switch and flick on a little illumination, only the sensory input was rarely visual. It was all taste and smell and touch, and sometime sound. The Nether was alive and dead all at once, a place of activity and silence, and depending on where you were when you reached out it was either more active or less. Here, in the heart of Berlin, the Nether rushed at me like a hiss of static. 

Wincing, I tuned the static out and reeled my psychic senses in, focusing only on the bedroom. When the noise died out I could feel her sitting there on the other bed next to me. Though my fingers weren’t anywhere near her, she was on my fingertips, the smell of her shampoo was in my nose, the taste of her coconut body wash on my lips. And then… the bile. 

It was a sensation I remembered only all too well, even if this felt more like an aftertaste than a lick.

“It’s… it’s come back,” I said. 

Collette shook her head. “It couldn’t have.” 

I leapt from the bed like a startled cat. “It has! It must have!” It never left, Amber, don’t be stupid. “I should have been more careful. I should have anticipated this!” 

“Amber!” Collette said, and the sudden raising of her voice snapped me back into the moment. My heart was still beating loudly, but I could feel it slowing now. “Ze demon cannot hurt you anymore,” she said, “Not unless you let it.” 

I shook my head. “I haven’t let it.” 

“Zen it cannot touch you,” she said in a reassuring tone. “We do not know what zat was, and now iz not ze time to make rash conclusions.” 

“Alright,” I said, “Alright. But that doesn’t change the fact that something is in those pictures; that something was following us last night.” 

“Whatever it was it iz not here now, and it has overplayed its hand by allowing itself to be seen. We can prepare, now.”

I nodded. “A spell,” I said, “We’ll cast a spell together to ward it off, whatever it was.”

“And zen we leave,” Collette added. “We have a Necromancer to meet.”    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 12

 

 

What we had just seen had shaken us both up, but we managed to push it to the back of our minds; at least until we found our way to a rent-a-car dealership and, well, rented a car. The witch we had to see lived a fair ways out of Berlin, and reaching the place even by overland rail was going to be impossible so we knew we needed our own mode of transport. 

But as soon as we were on the road my mind went back to the figure on the pictures. The dread I had felt when I saw it, that sinking feeling in my stomach, the way my body went cold and prickled all over. How was I still so scared of it? Was it because of my impending engagement with Aaron? 

I had vanquished it, the evil, once, though, and I could do it again. Demons possessed the power to put an inescapable, all-engulfing fear into even the staunchest of hearts, despite—or maybe in spite of—their incorporeal nature. But if Collette was right, then that thing in the picture—that stalker, that dark peeping tom—may not have been the same demon at all. 

If so, then what was it and what did it want? 

The spell we cast to protect us from the dark shape was a simple one. We stood around the mirror in the bathroom, shut off the lights, and lit a candle to serve as the only illumination in the room. Then, beneath our breaths, we chanted—thrice—a prayer of protection to the Goddess of the Moon that went a little like this: “I am protected by your might, oh gracious Goddess, day and night.”   

When we finished the chant the Power was already buzzing beneath my fingertips. I closed my eyes, filling them with darkness, and bid the Power to grow and to move up along the veins and arteries in my arms, across my collarbone, into my neck and windpipe, and finally into my temples until they were pulsing with a kind of sweet pain.

After that it was a simple case of opening our eyes, visualizing ourselves disappearing, and snuffing out the candle to plunge us into complete darkness. I was trembling by the end, caught in a kind of mild bliss at the feel of the Power working through me again. I hadn’t used the Power since we were on American soil and felt almost like I had walked out of the house with no clothes on ever since. And while whoever was watching us from afar—the dark thing, or Linezka—may have noticed a blip of Power as we protected ourselves, we were gone after that. 

Of course, if someone had entered our room last night they would know where to come again. No amount of Magick we could work would change that. But I was starting to suspect that the form in the pictures wasn’t real; a trick of the mind, maybe. Nothing more than an illusion in a fun-house meant to scare the pants off you. Otherwise, why wait? Why not kill us while we slept or capture us and be done with it? Why play with us? 

“I think you missed our turn,” Collette said.

“Huh?” I was driving, and driving absently. “Shit. I’m sorry. We’ll turn around at the next exit. Are we sure we’re on the right track?” 

Collette was holding a map between her legs. “Ze map says to follow ze B109 out of Berlin,” she said, tracing the road with her finger, “Zen drive north on ze 114 and exit at ze Naturpark Barnim. Zat was our exit.” 

“I should have been paying attention; doesn’t help that I can’t read German, I guess.” 

“Ze roads are numbered… and zey have English translations, too.” 

“Yeah, well… whatever, next time you drive.”

“I can’t drive.” 

“Then you’d best not criticize my shitty driving, huh?”

Collette’s lips curled into a smile and she turned her face to the window, away from me. 

When the next exit came I took it. The German countryside was a beautiful collage of autumn oranges, browns and greens, of farms and trees and cattle and horses. Behind us, Berlin was a smidge of grey beneath an even greyer sky. I thought surely at any point the clouds would open up and wash the land clean in a mighty torrent, but they seemed to be holding; at least for now. 

We found the Naturpark at about a quarter past three in the afternoon, and after veering into it found ourselves rolling along a two lane road flanked on all sides by bushy Tila trees, drooping Willows, and mighty Oaks. The forest here was dense and brown, and while the sun was merely a suggestion behind a mantle of grey clouds, the leaves on the trees still seemed to catch the light and drink it in; one last hurrah before they were to fall.

“Alright, now it’s time for the other map,” I said.

Collette folded the big map of Germany away and tucked it away into the bag she had brought with her. From inside she produced a note with some writing on it, and began to read. 

“Cleave to the north and find the withered oak,” she said, “A stone throw’s from the pond that croaks. Then look to the moon and think to the reed, around the oak is the path you need.”

I sighed. “I still can’t believe he sent us a rhyme.” 

“He wanted to protect his home.” 

“It must be a spell, then. It can’t just be a rhyme. See any Oaks?” 

“Oui. But a withered oak? Non.”

I leaned closer to the steering wheel to get a better look at my surroundings as I drove—like leaning forward really helped at all—and scanned the surrounding area for oaks. Collette was right. There were loads of oaks. But I suspected this one, the withered oak, would be easily recognizable. I had, after all, seen my fair share of withered trees in the past. But after an hour or so of driving north—and I was sure we were going north, I just knew—we weren’t any closer to finding it.

“How big is this park anyway?” I asked, “Seems like we’ve been driving on the same road, and in the same direction, for ages.”

Collette pressed her lips into a thin line. Her eyes narrowed into pensive slits. “I think… we are in ze grip of a powerful spell.” 

“Magick? I can’t sense—” But I could. Now that she had mentioned it, I could sense it. And when I pulled over by the side of the road, stopped the car, and killed the engine, I could feel it even more strongly. A vibration like the rippling of water in a pond was coming in long, drawn-out waves. The Currents of Magick were strong here, and we were caught in them. 

“I do not know when we entered zis magick zone, but we will not be able to leave until we find zis Witch.” 

“I don’t think that’ll be so hard,” I said.

She looked at me, quizzically, and I tilted her chin the other way, toward her window. The trees were thinner here and looked less like a crowd at a rock concert and more like a crowd in a mall. Between them was the glint of water touched by faint, filtered sunlight, and I knew we were at the exact right spot. 

“C’mon,” she said, unbuckling her seatbelt and exiting the car. 

I did the same and went around to the back seat door, opened it, and pulled out a hold all bag containing the books we had brought over from the bookstore. It weighed a ton, but I managed to sling it over my shoulder and after a few moments it didn’t much bother me anymore. Then I gave the door of the rented Hybrid car a good shove, locked it, and walked over to the side of the road where Collette was standing.

The air here was fresh and crisp; natural and untouched by man. It filled my lungs and danced on my face and made me prickle all over with delight. But there was something else. In the distance I heard it, like a signal-flare shining bright in the night sky.

Croak. Rib-Croak.

“This is definitely it,” I said, feeling the swell of excitement building inside my chest. 

I tugged on Collette’s hand and led her over the banister and into the woods. The ground was wet and soft beneath my feet, but the fallen leaves had a satisfying crunch to them. Around and above us the birds were chirping, singing our approach, and when the pond came into full view—glittering, calm, and green—so too did we find the withered oak. 

It was tall and old. The bark was as black as night and its hands were crooked and bent, and while the tree rose out of the ground on a thick stump it seemed to have been growing in an arch over the pond and looked almost like a diver, forever locked in a mid-dive pose. I wondered what a time lapse video of the tree’s growth would have looked like if someone had been around to take it.

Collette approached the tree and, with an outstretched hand, touched the bark. “It iz cold,” she said. 

I approached and touched it too, and felt the coldness like she did, and then I remembered the day I met her out in the woods. Her very presence was turning the land cold and bleak, a result of her out of control powers. This situation wasn’t at all like my first encounter with Collette. The forest around this tree was bright and alive, and animals weren’t dropping dead from the sky. 

“Didn’t you say he was a Necromancer?” I asked.

“Oui,” she said, smiling at the tree, “But he iz in complete control. He must be older zan even me.” 

“And you’re one hundred and thirty nine.” I still couldn’t believe it. “One hundred and thirty nine. Gods. How is it going to look when I get you a ‘congratulations on your 140th birthday’ card next year?”  

Collette giggled, and for a moment she sounded young. Too young even for the twenty something year old she appeared to be now. “Je ne sais pas, ma cherie.” 

I… don’t… know? Is that what she said? “Anyway, what do we do now?” 

She produced the note again and read the rhyme. “We found ze oak,” she said, “And now we look for ze reeds.” 

“Reeds,” I echoed, turning around and looking toward the pond.

If my education was up to par, reeds grew close to bodies of water. So I moved away from the tree, padded down the light slope toward the unmoving shore, and there they were. I couldn’t tell any species of reed apart from any other, but I knew what the cattail type looked like because they looked kinda like corn dogs. After a quick search, avoiding the occasional leaping frog, I found some.  

“Here,” I called, and Collette came to where I was but didn’t approach the water. “These are definitely reeds,” I said, pulling one up out of the ground. 

Collette’s brow furrowed. 

“What is it?” 

She glanced at the tree, then up at the sky, and then looked at the reeds. “Something doesn’t seem right.” 

“What do you mean?” I asked, approaching with the reed in hand.

“Zis part about ze moon,” she said, showing me the note. 

I read it again, then again. Look to the moon, think to the reed, around the oak is the path you need. “Are we too early? Should we have come at night?” 

She shook her head. “I think we have zis wrong.” 

“Things would be easier if we could use magick,” I said, sighing and dropping the reed to the ground. Sorry, I thought.

“Non, Magick would not make things easier. Zis is a riddle we must solve by ourselves.” 

“A riddle… look to the moon, think to the reed.” 

A frog croaked nearby and I heard a plop as it threw itself into the pond. The water rippled lightly, and the ripples seemed to point toward the withered oak. My eyes followed a crooked stump into the grey sky, and suddenly it came to me.

“Rede!” I said, causing Collette to jerk a little. “Not reed.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean R E D E as in the Wiccan Rede, not R E E D as in the plant. Is it possible you misunderstood him?” 

“It is. He spoke, I wrote.” 

“The Wiccan Rede,” I said, enjoying the trickle of excitement running through me. “I know it. Gods, I lived it.” 

“How do you know ze Wiccan Rede is being referenced here?” 

“Deosil go by the waxing moon, chanting out the joyful tune. Widdershins go when the moon doth wane, and the werewolf howls by the dread wolfsbane.”

Collette’s eyes widened. “Desoil is old language. It means clockwise.”

“And widdershins is anti-clockwise!” 

“So… iz ze moon waxing or waning?” 

“Fuck,” I said, looking up at the sky as we made our way back to the tree. “I don’t know. I know it’s a gibbous moon tonight, but I’m not sure if it’s growing or shrinking.” 

“And I suspect we will only have one chance. If we get it wrong we will not be allowed entry.” 

Waning. 

I halted, spun around, and then looked at Collette. “Did you hear something?” I asked.

Collette shook her head. 

Around I went again, eyes and ears peeled, searching, but heard only the whisper of the trees. More and more I was beginning to feel like I hadn’t heard anything at all, that the whisper hadn’t even been language; it had just been a feeling, an instinct given voice by my rational mind. Where the instinct had come from I didn’t know, but it was so total and urgent that I knew—without a doubt—to ignore it would have been a mistake.

I took Collette’s hand, stepped toward the withered oak with its crooked arms, and then walked around it anti-clockwise three times.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 13

 

 

Damien came awake like a cat in the dark. “Lily!” he screamed, hands thrusting outward as if to catch someone who was falling away from him, falling into a pit of smoldering Dark Fire. But as his heart slowed and his vision came to him in that gradual, sleepy way it does sometimes immediately after waking, he realized he was only reaching for a ghost. A ghost that didn’t look like Lily, but rather someone he thought he knew.

He ran his hands through his hair and felt the cold, clammy, wet feeling of sweat at the back of his neck. It was on his chest and shoulders too, and his pillow. It took him a moment to regain himself, but eventually his legs listened to his brain and he swung them out of bed. He sat there for a moment, with his elbows on his knees and his hands wrapped around the back of his head, waiting for the moment to pass, and then jerked up at the sound of someone banging frantically on his bedroom door.

His heart leapt into his throat again, but this time it wasn’t terror; only surprise. The moment passed. Damien stood, walked to the door, opened it, and Aaron Cooper spilled into the room like a rush of water. 

“Aaron,” Damien said, “You scared the shit out of me, man. What is it?” 

“She’s in trouble,” he said. “I know she’s in trouble.” 

“Who? Amber?” 

“Yes, fucking Amber! Who else?” 

Aaron’s face had been the face of a man that hadn’t had much sleep when he walked through the door, but now it was turning red with the kind of anger that could turn the temperature up in a room. 

“Okay, I need you to relax and tell me what happened,” Damien said, hands outstretched in front of him. 

Aaron swallowed, paused, and said “I called her, or she called me. And when I picked up the phone I heard… something… on the other end of the line.” 

“What was it?” 

“I don’t know.” 

But Damien thought Aaron did know, or at least he suspected he knew. “I’m gonna get Frank,” Damien said.

“No,” Aaron said, “He isn’t in the house. I don’t think he came home last night.” 

“Then you’re gonna have to tell me what you think you know.” 

Aaron hesitated, thought, then closed his eyes and breathed a deep breath. Damien hadn’t seen the blackness of Aaron’s nails until now, nor had he noticed just how much they resembled little bits of razor-wire or seen how they drank in the dawn-light filtering in from the Eastern facing window. But he had noticed them now, and he saw how they shank before his very eyes and seemed to lose their edge of deadliness in a manner of seconds. 

“I think Amber’s in danger,” Aaron said, “More than she knows. And maybe we’re all in danger too.” 

“What kind of danger?” Damien asked. He became immediately aware that he wasn’t wearing a shirt. Last night had been warm for an October eve and he had taken it off and thrown it over the chair by his desk before getting into bed. He reached for it now and slipped it on. It smelt like yesterday.

“You remember last year? Just before Chris—Yuletide?” 

How could Damien have forgotten? December of last year was the month his relationship with Amber had ended, but it was also the month Aaron had firmly crossed the line between human and not-human. It had terrified him at first, the thought of being so close to a werewolf—a fucking werewolf. And he could feel the pinch of panic at the back of his throat even now, with Aaron in his bedroom, but he swallowed the fear down and nodded. “What about it?”

“One night, when Amber was… on the night I transformed… Amber had gone to see you after you had broken up, to talk about it. Well I, I was at home, and the same thing happened that night just before everything started to go haywire in my house.” 

Damien didn’t really want to hear about that night, didn’t want to think about it, and didn’t want to imagine a world where his actions may have driven Amber into the arms of another man—although they probably had—but he was able to put himself aside for a moment, hopefully long enough to listen to what Aaron had to say.

“Tell me exactly what happened,” Damien said.

“I was waiting,” Aaron continued, “And then she called me on the phone. Only when I picked up, it wasn’t her. It was… fuck, I couldn’t tell you what I heard. It wasn’t a voice, they were sounds. Screams, gargles, as if the person on the other side had the mic hooked up to a horror movie.”  

When it looked like Aaron wasn’t going to continue speaking, Damien said, “What does that have to do with Amber right now? Or us?” 

“The same thing happened last night. I… I was waiting for Amber to call and then I decided to call her, but before I could dial her number she called me. And what I heard on the other side of that line were the same damn sounds I heard that first night. Then I blacked out.” 

“Blacked out?” 

“It wasn’t sleep,” he said, “I know it wasn’t sleep because I’m tired as all hell right now and I’ve been down for over nine hours. I blacked the hell out, Damien.”

Damien thought long and hard for a moment. His brow furrowed and he brought his hand up to his mouth, then bit the nail on the index finger; a habit that went back to his high school days—one he thought he had kicked a long time ago. 

“We have to get Frank,” Damien said, “And we have to get a message through to Amber. Have you tried her cell?” 

“Yes I’ve tried it and I’m getting nothing. I left her a message to call me as soon as she’s able, but I don’t know if she will. Or if she can.” 

“If she can? Of course she can.” 

Aaron advanced on him and for a moment that same pinch of panic he had felt moments before turned into a tight knot almost constricting his ability to breathe. His muscles told him to back up and he did in a quick jerking motion. Aaron, sensing this, stopped, raised his hands in an ‘I’m not going to hurt you’ kind of way, and said “The last time I heard that sound was during the time when a demon was trying to possess Amber. It cut her off from the world as best it could but she was here, and we could help her. How are we going to help her if we’re all the way on the other side of the God-damned Atlantic?” 

Damien Colt sat back down on the bed and ran his hands through his hair. The sweat on the nape of his neck had come back.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 14

 

 

Circling the withered oak, with one hand lightly brushing against the bark and another hand firmly clasped with Collette’s, I started to feel like a little girl playing in the woods. It was as if Collette and I had been transformed into eight year old versions of ourselves; two little girls, hand in hand, one with fire-red hair, and one with hair as black as the darkest night, walking circles around a tree in the heart of an autumn-touched forest.

The girls knew the tree was special; haunted, magical, or living, it didn’t matter to them. What mattered was that the tree was somehow more than it appeared to be. Every shudder of its branches, every firefly twinkling in the air, every ant crawling along the bark; these weren’t just signs of life but intelligent life. It was as if the tree was somehow responsible for producing the sounds they could hear and the smells in the air; a tree that could influence the world around it.

And such a tree would undoubtedly be a portal to a different world. The girls knew if only they could say the right words or offer it the right tribute it would whisk them away to a land of enchantment where they could embark upon wonderful adventures. They would face down goblins and trolls, ride on the backs of dragons, and dance in gardens so full of life the garden itself would dance with them.

And when they were done, they would be home in time for supper.

But what if these girls knew the words? What if they knew what they had to do to open the portal, and they opened it without thinking? They would open the portal fully trusting, in the way children often do, that everything would turn out to be okay, that they would find their wonder and enchantment on the other side of the withered tree, that they would get their adventure, and that they would come home unscathed. 

Sometimes I wished I had that bulwark against fear; that wall of faith—innocence?—that says “don’t worry, everything’s going to be okay.” But as one grows up the shield wears and breaks and you’re left with a logical mind that’s only too ready to accept fear. Then all you have is your mettle, but courage is fickle. One minute you’re sure of your actions, charging forth into the breach like a knight on a battlefield. But all it takes is a moment, an instant of contact with a withered old oak tree—when you feel just how very cold and firm the bark is, and you smell the abundant aroma of putrefied flesh, and the tree starts to feel almost like mummified skin under your fingertips—for your suit of armor to collapse around you until you’re left bare and vulnerable. 

What do you call someone who ignores the signs and charges on anyway, naked and more than a little scared? 

I closed my eyes as we circled the tree for the third time. When I opened them, all was white. I could feel Collette’s hand in mine and the tree just barely making contact with the fingertips on my other hand, but I couldn’t see a hair in front of my face. Blinking didn’t help, but I knew I wasn’t blind. I could see myself, at least, and the fallen autumn leaves at my feet.

“Collette?” I asked. 

“Ze mists,” she said, “We have crossed into another realm.”

“Another realm?” 

“I have heard of zis magick before. It is powerful. We should be careful.”  

I squeezed her hand and turned to look at her. It was misty alright; the kind of ethereal, constricting New England mist you hear authors like Stephen King talk about in their books. And in it, Collette looked almost like a ghost; pale and shrouded. But she was there, and despite the cold bite in the air, we were fine. We had crossed through the portal, and we were fine.

My fingers lost touch of the tree. I wasn’t sure if I had moved or if the tree had somehow shied away from my touch, but it felt almost like losing an anchor; and now we were adrift in a white sea. I tugged on her hand and we began to walk, and while the mist had decided every sound we should make would not travel beyond a certain point, it could not eat the steady crunch, crunch, crunch of leaves beneath our feet. 

The return to visibility was gradual. At first I could see black lines starting to cut through the mist like veins or cracks in concrete. They were trees; distant, crooked old trees. I thought I had seen someone in the distance, a figure of a man walking in great strides, but the mist swallowed the figure before I could get a good look at it and suddenly I could see the solid lines of a building. It was a cottage made of stone and wood, with a thatched roof and a chimney blowing out tresses of blue smoke, now distinguishable from the mist. 

What is it with Necromancers and cottages? I thought, randomly remembering my first encounter with Collette in the woods. This thought sent a whole lot of déjà vu into my system and for a moment I found myself craning my neck over my shoulder and searching for the oak portal again, trying to verify my way out. But it was Collette who squeezed my hand this time, and I pressed on.

We arrived at a waist-high gate connected to a fence which surrounded the property line. Beyond it I could see patches of soil where food was growing, no, thriving! Carrots, pumpkins, cabbages, tomatoes, corn; this garden had it all. And against the total hazy white backdrop of the mist, all the colors of autumn stood out in sharp contrast. The reds, oranges, browns, and deep greens seemed to shout out and call for my attention as I walked past them. It made me miss home, and part of me wanted to turn around and go back there right now. But another part of me wanted to knock on the door to that little cottage and meet the man inside, this other Necromancer. A year ago I hadn’t even known they existed, these witches who worked with borrowed power. And now I was about to meet a second one. 

It was Collette who stepped up to the door. I noticed now that something had been stealing her attention because she couldn’t keep her eyes on the cottage as she approached. Occasionally she would swing her gaze to the left, then to the right. Maybe she was trying to be thorough, to check for danger, but as I felt the skin at the back of my neck start to prickle I wondered if maybe it was that she was seeing or hearing something I couldn’t.

She knocked three solid knocks and waited. 

And waited.

Then she knocked again. 

Nothing.

“Isn’t he expecting us?” I asked.

“I am.” 

The voice tickled my ear as if it had been spoken right into me instead of at me from across the garden. I jerked around, goose-fleshed all over, and saw him standing by the gate we had just crossed. At first I thought he was only a shadow; the mist seemed to cling to him and obscure his features so that his body was no more than a black suggestion against white film. Instantly I was reminded of the image I had seen on my phone, of the dark man in our room. Fear touched my stomach and made it go cold. 

Are you him? I wanted to ask, but I was frozen.

Collette, who had come away from the door, pushed past and stood in the space between me and the shadow like a guard dog. What little wind there was seemed to be tugging at her black hair and dress as if to draw her away from him, but she held. 

“Show yourself,” she said—no, she demanded—her tone sharp and hot like a blade still in the forge. 

The shape beyond the veil of mist moved forward, coalescing, morphing, and taking a more human form. I hadn’t held any expectations of what he would look like other than he would be a man, so when a man appeared, I wasn’t surprised.

He was tall, and thin. Taller than us, surely. He had a crazy mess of dark hair—bedroom hair—which defied gravity in that none of it was touching his face, and was wearing an off-black waistcoat, a long-sleeved black shirt, and a pair of dark jeans. When he stepped closer, beyond the gate, I noticed his high cheekbones, the stubble growing from his cheeks and jaw, and his deep brown eyes sitting in his skull like pools of endless night. 

He, like Collette, was beautiful.

“You’re her,” he said, his British accent strongly worn on his tongue, “The French Necromancer.” 

“Oui,” she said, “And zis is ze one we call ze Red Witch.”

“The Red Witch,” he echoed, though he halted his approach. “My name is Luther. Luther Sheffield.” 

“Books.” The word fell out of my mouth. “We have your books,” I said after a moment. 

The man nodded. Collette stood aside to let him through and he walked past us, his stride not making a sound on the wet earth. He must have been the shadow I had seen in the woods a moment ago. If these were his woods, if he was the lord of this place, it made sense he should be able to manipulate its laws to his will. 

Finally he let us inside, but not before checking over his shoulder to make sure we were alone. The cottage he lived in was quaint and rustic, and every bit as British as it could have been. The floors were wooden, the walls were made of stone, and the décor was minimal. Beams of dark wood ran across the ceiling and upward from corners to support the roof. A fire was quietly crackling and popping in the fireplace on the far wall. On the hearth there were candles and tiny animal skulls arrayed in a symmetrical line; squirrel, squirrel, bird, bird, human, bird, bird, squirrel, squirrel. Above the display stood the skull of a wolf pinned against the wall. From its teeth various trinkets of indeterminate origin—and some that looked like dreamcatchers—were hanging. 

And that was just the fireplace. 

The rest of the cottage similarly boasted many other such trinkets and symbols bearing a strong connection to death. Like the clock situated on a column only a few paces away from the front door, for example. It was black, its mechanisms were polished bronze, and atop the timepiece there was a plaque with the words “ultima forsan” engraved into it. In Latin those words translated to “perhaps the last”; a reminder to anyone who read the hour that this could be the last hour of their lives.

Then there was the picture of the Danse Macabre hanging off the wall adjacent to the fireplace. It was a dull piece depicting the grim reaper carrying off the rich and poor alike; the reaper, a skeleton dressed in jester’s garb, and the rich and poor in all their fineries being dragged away behind him. 

A loose memory of my younger self watching a cartoon where skeletons danced in the streets called at my mind as if from a distant shore. I didn’t know what it meant then, but I knew what it meant now. The Danse Macabre, like the skulls and the clocks, were memento mori; reminders that you have to die. 

“I have seen zis clock before,” Collette said, examining it. Musing over it. 

“Maybe you have,” the man said. “There are many like it.” His eyes fell on me, and for a moment I felt a shiver shriek through my body as if his eyes were the eyes of death. 

And yet, they’re scared eyes, I thought. The clock ticked and the silence grew longer and deeper.

“Thank you for agreeing to meet us,” I said, finally.

“I wasn’t given much choice.” 

“Zere is always a choice,” Collette said. She turned to him, hands clasped together. “We are grateful you made yours to our benefit.” 

“I rarely do things solely to benefit others these days. Last time I tried to help someone I wound up getting left for dead.” 

“Zat is unfortunate.” 

He waved his hand. “Also inconsequential. I am here, alive—for all the good life is. And you have something for me.” 

I nodded and approached the table in the kitchen. Careful not to damage the contents of my pack, I leaned over the table, twisted my body, and let the backpack slide off. And when it did come off my shoulder sighed with relief. I then opened the zipper and started to produce heavy old books from inside, laying them on the table one by one.

An Explorer’s Account of Aztec Death Magic. 

The Gods of the Old Kingdom.

The Tome of the Dead. 

The books were old and heavy, most of them had been battered by the sands of time, but they were perfectly readable. I had gone through some of them during their life at the bookstore, but the topic of death never interested me enough to go on reading them, at least not until I met Collette. And then when my interest was piqued enough for me to go searching, Collette had taken them to read. I would miss them more than she, but it made sense we give the Necromancer whatever books we had about death.

He came over to the books, picked one of them up, leafed through it, and then closed it, seemingly satisfied. More memento mori to add to his collection, I thought. 

“So… will you help us with Line—”

Luther’s face twisted into a leer and he rushed at me, placed his hand over my mouth, and pinned me against the wall. His eyes were wide with anger—fear—and I could feel his breath on my face. My heart was pounding now, hard and fast, and my fingertips were starting to buzz with Power. It was almost a reflex, now, like jumping when someone touches your shoulder unexpectedly.

It was a reflex I had to learn to try hard to control.

“Don’t say her name,” he said. 

“Let her go,” Collette said. 

Luther turned his head, scowled, and released me. My body remained as stiff as a board for a moment, but then it relaxed. 

“You don’t understand,” Luther said. “You can’t say her name. She can h-hear you if you say her name.” 

“She can hear us?” Collette asked.

“It’s a sense she has; a trait she stole from the beast’s children.” 

“You mean demons?” 

Luther’s head snapped around in my direction, his hair bouncing for a moment but then returning to normal. He nodded. “What do you know of demons?” 

I was about to tell him about Aaron and the cult, about the time I summoned a succubus and sent it after my ex because he had cheated on me. I was about to tell him that I had partially been possessed by a demon. But that inexplicable voice I had heard before, the one that told me the moon was waning, came again in an instant.

Don’t. You’ll spook him off.

I swallowed, arched an eyebrow, and simply said: “More than you do.”

That seemed to satisfy him well enough. He turned around, headed to the table where the books had been—had been? They were gone. Pack too. The table where I had just laid down three big, heavy books was as it had been when I first walked into the cottage; devoid of anything but a simple checkered cloth.

“Where are the books?” I asked. “I didn’t see you move them.” 

Luther turned around, hands outstretched like a magician.

“Ze dead here are strong,” Collette said, “Strong enough to move things. I watched them come and take ze books away. Why do you have zem doing your errands?”

“I don’t ask them to do anything for me. The helpful ones simply want to be helpful, to feel useful again.” 

“And ze not so helpful ones?” 

Luther didn’t reply to that, but his aura flashed up again dark and heavy. The fear was there as it had always been, but this was a different fear; I got the impression Luther suffered from sleep paralysis, and maybe had a touch of insomnia. The bags under his eyes confirmed the story his aura was telling.  

“Zis pocket realm you have constructed,” she said, “Free roam for ze dead is ze price you paid for it?” 

He nodded. 

Free roam for the dead? Did that mean there were ghosts all over the place? It would explain why my skin hadn’t settled down from that initial prickling at the door, and why I felt so damned uncomfortable in this place, the way anyone feels when they enter a house that’s just a little bit wrong. If the human body was like a conductor for all of the worldly energies, and even the not-so-worldly ones, then a witch’s body was a superconductor, a magnet, and a battery all rolled into one.

“The price one pays for security,” Luther said. “Can I get either of you a cup of tea?” 

I shook my head. All I wanted to do was get out of there. “If it’s all the same, I just want to get started on the reason why we’re here.” 

Luther’s eyes fell on me again and then went to Collette. He nodded. “You kept your end of the bargain, so I’ll keep mine.” He went over to a window, pulled a cigarette from his pocket, struck a match, lit the cigarette, and then took a drag. The smoke rose from his lips in slow twirls until he exhaled long and deep and the puff of smoke from his lips erased the dancing ribbons. “Ask your question,” he said, looking up at the white sky.

I swallowed my apprehension, glanced at Collette, then back at Luther. “Do you know what her weakness is?” 

Luther nodded. 

“I need to know. I need to find out how I can kill her before she kills me.” 

He turned his head in my direction, deep brown eyes narrowing into thin slits, and said: “Her weakness… is Fate.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 15

 

 

“What do you think?”

Michael Holm’s voice bounced off the inner walls of the empty George P. Raven High Centenary Hall in a lazy echo. Frank spun around, the tail of his long coat spinning with him like an obedient servant. He scrunched his face, eyed the dimensions of the place, made calculations. It’s too small.

“How many people are we going to fit in here?” he asked.

“I don’t know. A hundred? Three hundred?”

Definitely too small. “You really think three hundred people are going to show up?” 

Michael’s eyebrow arched upward, he smiled, and the dimple on his cheek popped inward. “People love Halloween around here more than they do the fourth of July. Didn’t you know that?” 

“Stop it,” Frank said in a scolding tone. 

“Stop what?” Michael advanced, effortlessly holding the shape his face had taken; a grin that sat half way between suggestion and defiance. 

But Frank didn’t return the grin. Instead he scowled, his eyes narrowed into slits, and he lowered his head. Michael had told him he looked like a cat when he did that sometimes, a cat with stiff legs and fur rising to touch the sky. He had told Frank that it may have put other people off—and he was sure that it did—, but that he found it kinda cute. Many adjectives had been used to describe Frank in his life, but cute hadn’t been one of them.

Not until Michael came along, at any rate. 

“We’re never going to get this done if you insist on distracting me,” Frank said. 

“Am I distracting you?” 

They were close, now. Close enough to touch. To kiss. And Michael kissed him, then. Soft and tenderly, with a hand cupped behind Frank’s neck. A lover’s kiss. And Frank felt his stomach flip and roll and… float. He broke the kiss, tugged on his eyelids with his eyebrows, and smiled.

“Maybe I was distracting you,” Michael admitted.

“You were. Now stop being a little slut and let’s try and figure this out.” 

Michael’s grin transformed into a winning smile that lit up his tanned face and caused slight creases to poke out of the sides of his almond eyes. He hated Michael’s ability to disarm him, to make him feel vulnerable, but he also cherished it; even if he couldn’t ever tell anyone, least of all that Red Witch. 

She still hadn’t replied to his messages. I bet they’re both just getting wasted and eating bratwursts, he thought. Of course, he knew that wasn’t true, but he thought it anyway and frowned at himself. He suspected they were having a good time in Berlin, or were at the very least hadn’t run into any problems. He would have known if they had. 

He just would have.

“Alright,” Michael said, “So, we’re going to fit two hundred people in this place, plus a stage, maybe a band—”

“Woah, a band? Where’s this all going to go?” 

“There’s room, okay? Trust me. I have an eye for these things.” 

Frank’s disbelieving lips pursed into a thin line, but he guessed Michael was right. He had once been a landscaper and now he was in interior decoration. Cliché? Maybe, but no one could deny the guy’s talents. He smiled again, but the smile made him want to bash his head against a wall. What the fuck is this? Somehow, in the last couple of months, Frank had turned into a… a… he didn’t know what the heck it was, but he knew he was changing into something, morphing. Not quite evolving. No, evolution implied a step forward, but Frank felt like he was taking a step sideward. Not quite caterpillar to butterfly, but maybe moth to butterfly? 

Frank hadn’t decided whether he even wanted to be a butterfly, but the feeling was there all the same. Intruding. Pervading. Invading. What a mess. He found himself smiling again, cheeks warming, and he spun around on his heel looking for something, anything, to attack his feelings and send them back into whatever damned pit they had crawled out of. 

When he saw Damien and Aaron carefully padding into the building through the open side-door he knew he had gotten his wish.

“Thank you, universe,” he said under his breath. “Michael, gimme a second—I have no idea what these two are doing here but I better go talk to them before someone arrests them for trespassing.” 

“Sure,” Michael said, “I’m gonna go talk to the man in charge and book this place.”

“Alright,” Frank said, waving his hand as he walked.  When he got to Aaron and Damien, who were standing around the door—skulking, really—Frank said to Aaron “I’m not even going to ask you how you knew I was here; but it speaks a lot about you if you’re able to pick up my scent so easily.”

“Your cologne is pretty easy to follow,” he said, but his eyes meant business; as did Damien’s.

Frank cocked his head. “If I didn’t know any better I’d say this wasn’t a social call.” 

Damien shook his head. “We need to talk,” he said. “It’s about Amber.” 

“What about our illustrious leader? Has she spoken to you? Because she’s failed to message me and—”

“We think she’s in trouble,” Aaron said, with all the delicacy of a slap across the face. 

Frank’s face darkened. He looked over his shoulder—Michael had disappeared—and pushed Aaron and Damien out the door they had come through, back to the outside. The sun was bright and high in the sky, parting the light cloud cover with its sheer force of will to warm the ever cooling autumn air around Raven’s Glen.

“Trouble?” Frank asked when their only eavesdroppers were chirping birds and rustling trees. “What kind of trouble?” 

“We don’t know,” Damien said, “But something happened to Aaron last night and I—” 

Damien cut himself off. For a moment Frank was tempted to peel aside the veil occluding his thoughts and dig to find the words he couldn’t say, but he decided not to. He suspected he wouldn’t have to dig very far, but figured if Damien wanted to say something he would have said it.

“What happened to you?” Frank asked Aaron. 

“I passed out. My phone rang. I thought it was Amber, so I picked up and then I… heard something. Then I passed out.” 

Frank’s eyes went to Damien, then back to Aaron. “What did you hear?” 

“Something I haven’t heard since Yule last year.”  

He had said enough. Frank’s mind as solid as a steel block without the imperfections. He, Aaron and Amber had talked, at length, about the occurrences around Yuletide last year and knew what the sounds Aaron and Amber had heard on their phones had been. The words seemed to sit on his lips—no, hold on to them, refusing to leave—and he gave up trying to say them, but he thought them.

The voice of the demon. 

“Have you tried calling her?” Frank asked.

Damien nodded. “A few minutes ago, but her phone’s dead. She must have turned it on by now, right? This is Amber we’re talking about. She lives in her phone.” 

Frank nodded, Aaron too.

“Alright,” Frank said, “You guys go back to the house. I’ll join you in twenty.” 

“What are we going to do?” Aaron asked.

“You’re going to sit pretty and watch, you delicious man. I, however, am going to go to the attic and make contact with Amber the old fashioned way; Magick.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 16

 

 

“Fate?” I asked, incredulous, “You mean to tell me that I came all this way only to be told that Fate would be my enemy’s weakness? I can’t work with Fate.” 

An angry heat was rising in my chest. My cheeks were warm, body buzzing with adrenaline, heart pounding hard against my temples. What kind of an answer was that? Forget prophecies. I wanted something real, something I could use right now. 

“Amber,” Collette tried to say, but I wouldn’t let her.

“I mean, give me wolfsbane, silver, or holy water. I would even go out and find the flying-freaking-nun if it meant I could take this bitch by surprise.”

“Look,” Luther said with a voice like a slap from a velvet glove. “I understand your need perhaps more than most. But there is a good reason why she is still running around causing merry hell. She is close to immortal.” 

“We didn’t come here for you to tell us that,” I said, “We came here for you to tell us how she can be killed. You obviously know I have a part to play in all this, so what is it?”

Luther’s eyes went to Collette. She arched her eyebrow in response but said nothing. My anger paused to take a breath.

“I have no intention of giving you the run around,” Luther said, “Let me start from the beginning, shall I?” 

I nodded. 

“Every once in a while there comes a greedy witch who wants a shortcut to power. That witch, then, seeks out the beast to grant her such power, but as with every Faustian pact, there’s a catch. The catch in this case is a prophecy; that one day a child would be born of witch and wolf, and she would have the power to kill the devil’s witch.” 

“The Red Witch,” Collette said.

Luther bowed his head in acknowledgement. “Although the books don’t call her the Red Witch, but we can call her that if it’ll make the narrative flow more smoothly.” 

“What has the Red Witch got that no other witch has?” I asked.

“The Red Witch has the power of both her parents and Fate on her side, and Fate is more powerful than the beast. Even the beast must obey the laws of Fate. Its minions—demons—can see the future, but they can’t change it with the wink of a twisted eye.” 

“Zat is why zey possess humans,” Collette put in, “To effect change on behalf of zeir master.”

“Yes, but,” I said, pausing to think, “There’s more to this. A demon tried to possess me. In one of the books I found it said… the child of witch and wolf, the one that we now know has the power to kill the devil’s witch, can be turned away from the course Fate put her on. If she’s touched by the hand of the devil, it would herald the end of all witches.” My hands went to my stomach. Another instinct. “The book was talking about whatever child I have with Aaron, right?” 

“Aaron?” Luther asked.

“My fiancée. He’s… a werewolf.” The words almost sounded stupid as they struggled to come out of my mouth, but then I remembered where we were and who we were talking to… and it still felt stupid. It was as if the teacher had called me up to the middle of the class to deliver an oral presentation of my choosing, and I had chosen to talk about unicorns.

“Then it’s true,” Luther said to Collette, “We’re looking at prophecy incarnate.”

Collette nodded and added “But she iz not pregnant… are you?” 

“Fuck no,” I said, “No. We’re careful.” 

“Fate isn’t careful. If you aren’t pregnant yet, you will be; and soon.”

Hadn’t Frank said the exact same words?

My head started to spin. The room seemed to be swaying, as if the whole cottage had been put on the back of a ship and then thrown out into a stormy sea. I reached for one of the wooden supports and held myself up. The formerly angry heat engulfing my body was now a dizzying one. Collette, sensing this, came to my side and bid me to sit down.

Whirling, spinning, rocking. Pregnant. I couldn’t possibly be… pregnant… not yet, anyway. Not now. More spinning. I ran my hands through my hair and sighed. “I can’t be pregnant,” I said as if I was trying to convince myself more than them. “No, I know I’m not pregnant. I would know if I was.”

But maybe I wouldn’t know if I was. I had been waking up pretty rough these last mornings, and maybe I hadn’t quite been as careful with Aaron as I would have wanted to. Did we use protection the other night when I woke him up? Shit. I couldn’t remember. 

Part of me wished I had listened to Frank and maybe set a no-sex rule with Aaron; “no sex until this is all done, okay?” But the heart wants, and the body obeys. That’s just the nature of being human. Logic doesn’t always come into the picture, and when it does come in it sometimes shows up at the worst time; when it’s too late.

“If I have a baby with him,” I finally said, “What’s going to happen?” 

“It’s hard to say,” Luther said, “But when I was fighting her, I tasted her fear of you. I didn’t know who you were or what you looked like, only that you were real and that she was afraid of you. Her soul was laid bare to me for the briefest of instants, but an instant is all it took for me to see what I needed to see.” 

“And what you saw sent you running,” Collette said.

“Wouldn’t you run too? She knew she wouldn’t die at my hand. Why should I have even tried?” 

“You made ze right decision in trying to escape, but hiding in here helps no one.” 
“So what was I to do, then? Go after her again?” 

An argument began. It didn’t rise like a crescendo, it just exploded. Collette was on the side of honor, telling him he should have found other witches to help him deal with this woman, who was obviously a threat. Meanwhile he was arguing that it was either his skin or hers, and he chose his. Neither of the two were wrong, and that was the sucky part. What would I have done if I had been him? I didn’t know. What I did know was that their voices were starting to melt into each other, and before long their individual intonations had merged to create a single monotonous drone to accompany the high C ringing loudly in the back of my head.

Somewhere in the cottage a clock cuckooed. I didn’t jump, but the sound caught my attention and somehow drove me deeper into my own thoughts. The moment of clarity that followed was like watching the thin orange line of light spread across the horizon with the rising of the sun, and watching the sky go from blue, to rose, to yellow. Suddenly, everything clicked into place. 

Collette hadn’t brought us all the way here to listen to a story we had heard before. We had read the book I had taken from the priest the night of Aaron’s transformation. We knew the story maybe even better than Luther did, even if he had helped us understand its nuances a little better. No. She had brought us all the way here to enlist his help. Of course, I had no way of knowing this with any kind of logical certainty. It was just…

Instinct.

“We need your help,” I said, cutting through their ethical argument.

Luther swallowed. He tugged at his waistcoat, looked at me, and said “I’m giving you my help.” 

“No, you’re telling us more of what we already know.” 

“You wanted to know what her weaknesses are, and I’ve told you what they are. You are. Your power, your blood, it’s what the witch both wants and fears most of all. What more do you want?” 

“You,” Collette said, revealing her true purpose. 

“You can’t have me,” Luther said, shrinking away into his cottage like a cat that had gotten fed up of being stroked and now wanted to go somewhere dark to hide, and maybe sleep. “Now I think you should leave.” 

“Memento mori,” Collette said, taking a step toward him. “Remember zat you have to die. Zese are ze words by which all Necromancers live, non?”

Luther couldn’t deny it. I watched his lips press into a thin line and for a moment thought he was about to throw Magick at us. His fingers flexed and clenched, flexed and clenched, but he did nothing else. “I think you should leave,” he repeated.

“Do you know ze spell of trans-location?” Collette asked, ignoring him.

He narrowed his eyes. “I know of it.” 

“Zen you know zat in order to use it one must have had contact with ze intended target.” 

“Don’t.” 

“You have had contact with her, and you have lived. Zis makes you unique.” 

“I won’t.” Luther kept shrinking away from Collette, but she kept coming. Insisting with her eyes as much as her posture and her words.

I had heard of the spell of trans-location before—a spell that allows a witch to cross great distances in the blink of an eye, as long as she has something to anchor herself to—but I had always considered that kind of Magick to be way too far out of my league. Spells that broke the laws of reality in such a massively vulgar way weren’t the kinds of spells I wanted to be using. 

And yet…

“You have to help us,” I said, standing, “I don’t want anyone else to die. If there’s a chance—even a little one—that we can get to her while she’s not expecting us, we have to try.” 

“I won’t risk my life again for nothing,” he said, “I have built a perfectly comfortable pocket of space to live in and I aim to die old and cold, not at the hands of some devil-touched witch. I got away from her once, but it won’t happen again.” 

“No,” Collette said, “It won’t. If you come upon her again she may well kill you. But if you help us, you will have ze Red Witch at your side. You will have Fate at your side.” 

I caught Luther by the shoulders as he circled a column to get away from Collette, who now had the air of a dark cloud descending upon a man standing on a lonely road with no umbrella. “Luther,” I said, “If I have this child while she lives, she’s going to hunt it down and kill it, or worse, use it to kill others. I don’t want that kind of blood on my hands and neither do you.”

“I won’t have that blood on my hands; it’ll be on hers.” 

“Our power is borrowed, Luther.” Collette said. “Our life is borrowed. And when we die, we will not become Whispers like Amber will. Zis is ze price we pay for our Magick.”

Whispers? My brow furrowed and I turned around, searching for Collette’s eyes, but they were on Luther. I would not get an answer to my question right now.

“That’s not true,” Luther said. He was trembling. “Necromancers can become Whispers.” 

“If zey give their lives selflessly.”

Collette paused, and suddenly the room fell silent. I could hear the ticking of the clock by the door, the fluttering of leaves caught on the faint breeze, and the steady drip-drop of water falling into a bucket somewhere. The moment seemed to hang, to stretch, until finally it snapped back into the continuum of time. 

“Help us,” Collette said, “And if you die, you will join your ancestors. You will join ze Goddess.”

I wanted to get Collette to stop talking. Don’t worry; if you die it’ll be alright! You’ll be with the Goddess! Well said, Collette. We’ll get his help like that for sure! But Luther wasn’t denying the things she was saying, and he hadn’t laughed at her suggestion that, should he die, it would all be for the best. Was he considering it? 

“And if I don’t?” Luther asked.

“Zen when she finds you—and she will—you will simply cease to be. Your story will never be told.” 

“We can’t force you,” I said, “But if you can help us… then we need you more than anyone has ever needed anyone else.” 

Luther’s eyes danced between mine and Collette’s. I could see the cogs in his mind churning, his logical side calculating the odds of success. Of survival. They weren’t high for any of us, but if what Collette said was true, and I had no reason to believe it wasn’t, then he was our conduit to Linezka; our only way of finding the asp in the sand and plucking it out of hiding with a single stroke. 

The success of our mission—which had now become a suicide mission, admittedly, but I remained hopeful about our chances—rested firmly on Luther’s answer.

And it was a no.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 17

 

 

What if she’s not fine?

Frank’s thoughts ran around like weasels chasing each other in the dark. He didn’t want to—no, he couldn’t—believe Amber was in any trouble she couldn’t handle, but if that was true then why had he been puffing cigarettes this last hour like his life depended on it? He had been trying to quit for a long time; in many ways the cigarettes were a reminder of his old life, of his old, excessive ways. To triumph over cigarettes would be to say farewell to the old Frank. But the old Frank still had some fight in him, and he wasn’t going anywhere.

And maybe that was a good thing. Didn’t ex-junkies need some kind of way of coping with their new lifestyle? Maybe smoking was Frank’s way of coping, so it was at all possible that his inability to quit was his own internal defense system making sure Frank wouldn’t inadvertently cut the one thing keeping him from slipping back into his old ways.

So he smoked, and as he arrived at the house he took one last, deep drag before stubbing the cigarette out, flicking the butt to the wind, and opening the door. 

Aaron and Damien were both there, in the kitchen, with a beer each in their hands. From the look of them neither had said a word in a while. It was as if they had been told a friend of theirs had just been killed in a terrible accident. But no one had been killed, not yet at least, and this caused Frank’s eyes to roll. He tutted and said “Oh for Christs’ sake.” 

“What?” Damien asked. 

Frank strolled into the house, unwound his scarf, and hung it on the back of the front door. When he slid his coat off and hooked it up over the scarf, he said, “Could you guys be more depressive?” 

“Amber could be in trouble,” Aaron said, as if to justify his mood.

“Yes, maybe. But you’re both acting like she’s dead. If she were dead, don’t you think we’d know?” 

Damien gave Aaron a glance, and then his eyes went to Frank. He nodded. “I think we would.” 

“Then let’s get this show started and try to make contact with the Red Witch, shall we?” 

Both men nodded and followed Frank up the stairs to the first floor, and then up the tiny ladder into the attic. The first thing Frank’s eyes went to was the cauldron. It had been almost a full year since Yule and they hadn’t yet moved it out of the attic like they said they were going to. Even witches can be lazy, he thought as he fully entered the room and stood upright. 

The next thing his eyes went to was Amber’s altar. It wasn’t anything like Frank’s, which was a bleak, gothic thing, covered in crucifixes, bleeding Christ figurines, rosaries, and tall white candles that had melted almost to nubs. Amber subscribed to the Wiccan tradition, so her altar reflected her belief in the Horned God and the Goddess of the Moon. Frank, however, had seen the devil’s twisted, beautiful face, and in recent months his world-view had taken a turn for the Catholic so his altar reflected as much.

Amber’s altar took up an entire fifth of the attic space and was made up of a large, converted vanity set, a couple of end-tables placed next to each other, and all the dry plants, crystals, candles, and pentacles she could possibly have gotten her hands on. Many of her candles, most of which were every color except white, were scented, and since the window was kept closed throughout the entire day it meant that the attic would greet you with the warmth and fresh smell of a spring garden all year round. 

What Frank was most interested in, though, was the tall mirror perched upon the vanity set.  

He walked over to it, noting the empty space where Amber’s Book of Shadows once sat—she had taken it with her to Berlin—and sat on the stool. Damien and Aaron came in a few moments after, their combined footsteps thumping loudly on the wooden floorboards as they shuffled around to find a comfortable place to stand in. 

“What are you going to do?” Aaron asked.

Frank stared at himself in the mirror and for a moment saw a gaunt, thin, pasty white skeleton of a man staring back at him. Leering. He would have jumped if he hadn’t recognized the reflection in the mirror and for a moment he found himself wondering if this really was what others saw when they looked at him. And if so, how was it that Michael—Michael, with his caramel skin, almond eyes, and the dimples on his cheeks—liked him? 

He shook his head and the cloud around his mind disappeared. “I’m going to contact Amber,” Frank said, “But I’m going to need your help.” 

“Us?” Aaron asked.

Damien stepped toward the altar and stood nearby. He knew what it was Frank needed from him, but Aaron wasn’t a witch, and nothing about witchcraft ever came easily to a werewolf. At least not that werewolf. 

“I need both of you to put your hands on my shoulders,” Frank said, “Aaron, right hand, left shoulder. Damien, left hand, right shoulder.” 

Frank closed his eyes and allowed himself a moment to take in Amber’s essence. This wasn’t a Magickal thing, strictly speaking. It was simply a matter of sitting at the place Amber often sat, smelling the sage and the mint and the rosemary she often smelt, and allowing a moment for the space to accept him as an extension of Amber. Her brother in Magick. 

“Alright,” he said still with his eyes closed, “Now I need you to both be very quiet. Don’t even breathe. Close your eyes, too.” 

Aaron and Damien exchanged a look, and then they closed their eyes and started to take slow, inaudible breaths. Immediately Frank could feel prickling vibrations on his shoulders, but the difference in strength between them was as clear as night and day. If Damien was an idling hybrid engine, then Aaron was a V8 revving up in neutral.  What Frank couldn’t understand was why?

“Mirror, mirror, on the wall,” Frank said in a mocking voice, “Where’s that red witch at?”

“Really?” Aaron asked. Frank couldn’t see him, but the tone of his voice gave shape to his bemused expression well enough.  

Frank grinned. “What? You were expecting a long, convoluted rhyme? Not for this. I don’t need—”

The attic window flung open letting the crisp, autumn air come rushing in. On the back of it came a mess of reddening leaves, twigs, and chirping swallows. Aaron removed his hand from Frank’s shoulder and went to the window to close it, but it came back around and shut on its own with a loud slam. 

Aaron stood there, motionless for a moment, watching the window. Then he whipped his head around and stared at the corner of the room. From deep within the back of his throat came a low rumble. A growl? Frank thought. Only what was he growling at? Frank couldn’t see anything in the corner of the room Aaron was so fixated upon and neither could Damien. 

Then a cold chill, like a finger made of ice, crawled down the back of Frank’s spine. He turned his attention, slowly, back to the mirror, inching his way around in a motion that seemed to last an age. It was the same kind of slowness usually brought on by apprehension or dread; a kind of slowness that exists as if almost to prepare you for something. Sometimes it was nothing; you would think you’ve seen someone walking around in the hall and so you move toward the door, careful, quiet, and look both ways only to find it empty. 

This had happened to Frank before. A couple of times, in fact. He had lived in his fair share of haunted houses and he had also lived in run-down neighborhoods, and in both types of residencies people walk around in the dead of night. Whether it’s a drunk who can’t remember what floor he lives on, or a ghost trying to get his attention, Frank had felt that feeling of slow dread creep into his heart more than once. 

The difference now, though? He knew he was about to see something in the mirror he had been looking at a moment ago. And as he turned around in that slow, creeping motion, all he could think about was this: he’s just like Scooby-fucking-Doo; so I guess that makes me Shaggy.

But Frank didn’t shout "Zoinks!” when the mirror came into his field of vision. Frank couldn’t do much of anything but keep his eyes fixed on the shape in the corner of the room. No. Shapes. There were two. One of them was a man—no, a shadow!—tall and broad shouldered, surrounded in a miasma of darkness as if he were made of ink and the air around him were water. And he was holding onto someone. 

The figure struggling against the dark thing was female. She was white ink to his black, but in the intermingling colors Frank detected brief flashes of orange. Immediately he knew. Amber. Frank rose to his feet so fast he sent the stool he had been sitting on crashing to the ground on its side. He stared at the mirror, concentrating, willing for his mind to give the shapes more substance in the same way that staring at someone for a long time can make their features melt away into nothing. 

“It’s Amber,” he said, “Damien, can you see this?” 

“I can,” Damien said. 

“Aaron, what can you see?” 

Aaron was quiet. Frank could see him in the reflection, stalking across the room, taught as a bow-string. His fists were closing. Opening. Closing. Fingers flexing. It looked like he was about to throw himself at a wall, only there was nothing there for him to attack. Nothing in the material world, anyway. Aaron would charge and end up doing no more than making a great big Aaron shaped hole in the wall, but still… he could sense whatever was there, and that was new to Frank.

Suddenly the shadows in the mirror’s reflection started to take shape. It was Amber alright, and whatever was holding her back had six arms; two wrapped around the torso, two wrapped around her mouth, and two wrapped around her ears. She was struggling against it, but she wasn’t scared; her eyes didn’t convey alarm. Frank wasn’t sure if that was a good or a bad thing. 

If he had been given more time maybe he would have been able to force the entity holding Amber to show itself, to come forward and leave her alone, but whatever Magick Frank had used to call the image soon evaporated like so many clouds of steam, and the shadows were gone. And just like that, Aaron relaxed, Damien let go of Frank’s shoulder, and Frank’s breathing returned to normal. 

A couple of swallows had remained inside the attic, chirping, probably anxious to get out. Aaron went to the window, opened it, and the swallows went rushing out into the world again. 

“What did you see?” Frank asked again.

“I didn’t see anything,” Aaron said. His voice was stern and hard. “But I felt it.” 

“Was there something really there?” Damien asked, “Or was it only in the mirror?” 

Frank glanced to the mirror, then to Aaron, then to the corner of the room. “It must have been here,” Frank said, “The mirror must have been a conduit.” 

“So now what do we do?” Aaron asked.

“Let me think, will you?” Frank asked. He rubbed his temples, which were throbbing hard now, and took a moment to think. 

“It was the demon, wasn’t it?” Damien asked. 

Aaron didn’t move, didn’t speak. 

“I don’t know,” Frank said, “I just don’t know. I need more information.” 

“More?” Aaron asked, “How are you going to get more? It’s not like we can talk to her. Fuck, this is just like last time.”

Last time. 

The words echoed in the back of Frank’s mind. Aaron was right. This smelt like last time. Last time, a demon was in play. Last time, Amber was cut off from the world. Last time, everything went to shit before things got any better. Christ. I thought we were done with all that. The truth was that Frank didn’t know if they really were done with all that. He hadn’t even considered the possibility that it may have come back, but he guessed it was possible.

After all, no one had done an exorcism that he knew of. 

“I need more information,” Frank said. “You two need to leave.” 

“Leave?” Aaron asked. “I’m not going anywhere.” 

Frank shot him a glare. “You’re both going to get the fuck out of this room and let me do my thing. Neither of you can be here for what I’m about to do. Understand?” Aaron didn’t like being told what to do, he knew, but he would have to listen to him now. He simply didn’t know what would happen to them if they were around when he… 

“Just go,” Frank said, “And whatever you see, whatever you hear, don’t you come into this room or leave the house.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 18

 

 

No.

The word clanged like church-bells across the silent night my mind had become. No. No. No. We had come all this way, given him the things he wanted, showed him our determination to do the right thing; to end Linezka before she hurts somebody else. And when we asked him to come out of hiding for us, to help us in the fight, he Luther—the other Necromancer—had said no. 

He wouldn’t help us.

Couldn’t?

Wouldn’t. 

He had been given a choice. To stand up, fight, and do what was right, or to slink back into his hidey hole, pick his fruits and vegetables, hunt whatever game he could find, and live out the rest of his days as a hermit. In the tug-of-war between bravery and fear, fear had won and thrown bravery to the ground. 

And I had been sent reeling.

I couldn’t think, could barely register Collette’s hand on my elbow, and couldn’t sense that we had crossed the barrier from Luther’s pocket realm to the real world. I just kept hearing that word over and over again. No. No. No. We hadn’t come here to enlist his help, but I would have been lying if I said my heart hadn’t soared when I learned of Collette’s plan to bring Luther into the fold. 

Having another Necromancer on our side would have… well, I didn’t know exactly what it would have done for our cause, but two Necromancers were better than one, right? I had seen Collette’s power. Felt it. Lived it. I knew what she was capable of and doubted, even if Linezka had the power to take one down, that she could take two. Heck, Luther was living proof of that. 

I mean, here was a witch that had managed to destroy every other witch she pleased. And yet Luther, the only Necromancer Collette had mentioned ever coming into direct contact with her, had survived. It stood to reason, then, that Necromancers were harder to kill than regular witches. Maybe it was their Shadow Magick Linezka couldn’t stand up to, or maybe death itself picked Necromancers up and held them in his embrace until it was their time and not a moment sooner; whether the bitch liked it or not.

I snapped back into myself when the car door slammed shut. Blinked. Looked around. “We’re here?” I asked. “How did we get here.” 

“We walked,” Collette said. 

I glanced at her but she wasn’t looking at me. Her head was down, chin close to her chest as if some weight were resting on the back of her head and pushing her into the ground. This was the face of someone who believed she had failed at something. I had seen it before in myself and in others. It was always the same, and so it was easy to spot. 

Collette, who usually kept herself as pristine as a porcelain doll, had been shattered.

“Collette…” 

She tilted her eyes to me. 

“Are you alright?” 

“I’m sorry, ma cherie. I thought he would help.” 

“Hey,” I said, taking her hand and squeezing it. A catch was starting to build in my throat. I could feel my lip trembling. “Don’t, okay? This wasn’t your fault. You didn’t know.” 

“I should have.” 

A single tear sparkled into existence at the base of Collette’s left eye and then raced down the side of her cheek. I watched it trail a line across the landscape of her perfect skin, pool beneath her jaw, and then drip to her lap. Time itself seemed to have slowed to a crawl as if to allow me to witness that moment with perfect clarity. It was as if time had said here you go, Amber, drink this moment in.

Why? I didn’t know then. Not as I was watching. But the moment that tear hit her lap, something started to happen. 

First, my chest started to buzz as if I had stuck my finger in a power socket. Then all manner of orange and brown leaves threw themselves at the car windshield, assaulting it seemingly with the intent to crack the glass itself. A moment later, the sky darkened, churned, and roared. Collette’s face lifted, and her eyes went wide. 

I didn’t know what she saw in them then, or what it was that scared her, but she said “Amber… my hand… you’re hurting me.” 

In one quick movement I released her hand, opened the car door, and marched around it and right back into the woods. The cold autumn wind was whipping at my face as I walked, but the leaves and twigs being picked up by the gust seemed to avoid me entirely. Around me they swirled as if caught in a tempest of my own creation. And maybe I had created a tempest and not known it. But I was running on instinct now. 

And I was mad as all hell.

Mad at Luther, mad at Aaron, mad at myself, mad at Linezka. But most of all, I was mad at fear. 

It was fear of missing my chance at vengeance which drove me to summon the succubus against Kyle after he cheated on me. It was fear of being with the wrong type of man which blinded me to the fact that the right man—Aaron—had been there all along. It was fear of losing my best friend that had kept me up so many countless nights these last couple of months. And it was fear that had caused Luther to abandon his responsibilities as a witch, and as a human being, and choose to hide when the right decision, clearly, was to fight. 

High above, the sky growled and snarled in a song to match my growing anger.

“Amber!” Collette’s voice ripped through the wind, which had now kicked up to a howling bluster. 

When I reached the old withered tree, I stopped and turned around to look at Collette. The wind was pushing outward from me, pulling and tugging at her black hair and dress. Her tears were gone, now. On her face, her beautiful, sad face, all that remained now was concern and protest. 

“You have to stop!” she said.

“Why?” I asked, and thunder cracked as if in to echo my.

“Zis isn’t ze right way!” 

“I’m tired of the right way, Collette,” I said, raising my voice above the sound of the wind. “We need his help, and we need to kill Linezka to secure our future.” 

“What are you going to do?”

The roar of the wind and the thundering boom from high above dulled down to a muted hum just for a second, for the briefest of instants, like clouds parting to reveal a lick of daylight on a dark day. And in that moment, I remembered a song I had heard a bunch of times as a child. In that moment I felt like I was floating outside of myself and looking down at a copper—fire—haired girl surrounded by a tempest of whipping and whirling twigs and leaves. I saw, then, what Collette could see now and what she had seen back at the car. It was in my eyes and all around me; it was in my hair and in the orange and reds of autumn. 

I saw the Red Witch. 

The Sorceress.

And dancing on the back of the muted and muffled tempest, a chorus was singing: 

 

“Who’s afraid of the big, bad wolf? 

The big bad wolf?

The big bad wolf.

Who's afraid of the big bad wolf?

Tra la la la la.”

 

The roaring sounds and earthy smells came rushing back to me like the unexpected wave that hits you over the head and pulls you under. And then it becomes a mad struggle as you try to right yourself, to find up and down, and claw your way to the surface. Then, as you reach the top, you breathe deeply, shake it off, and do one of two things; wade toward the shore with your tail between your legs or cough out salty water, whoop excitedly, and wait for the next one.

“I’m going to blow his house down,” I said. 

“Amber, no! You can’t!” 

Ever mind the rule of three, said the voice of reason that lived in the back of my mind. But the rule of three didn’t apply here. I was doing a good thing. A good thing. The right thing. Karma couldn’t come back and bite me in the ass if I was doing the right thing, but Karma would come and get Luther if he didn’t help us. I was saving him. 

That’s exactly what I was doing.

My consciousness stretched out, reaching, reaching, until my mind’s eye was everywhere. It was hovering an inch above the pond by the old oak, its once calm water now turned turbulent and wavy. It was in the leaves, in the bark of the Oaks watching nearby. It was in the dirt, crawling with the earthworms and the beetles. And it was in the Nether; in that invisible, dull landscape that existed superimposed above our own, where the words real and matter didn’t mean shit. 

Searching. Stretching. Reaching. Hunting. Tempest roaring, leaves and twigs flying, birds fleeing. Then I found them; the anchor points for Luther’s protective Magick. All witches employed them when they wanted to ward an area against intruders or discovery. They existed in the Nether, and revealed themselves to a witch only if she knew what to look for. Anyone else may have missed Luther’s anchors, but Collette had taught me what she could of her Shadow Magick, and that knowledge laid Luther’s Magick bare to me. 

“Zey look like Shadows darker than night,” she had said to me in the dim, candle-lit glow of my attic, “Every witch has tells to their Magick. For Necromancers, zis is shadow.” 

“And mine?” I had asked.

Collette smiled and said, with wide-eyed enthusiasm, “Fire, cherie. In ze Nether, you are fire.” 

Fire. 

The world was howling around me. Collette had her hands wrapped around her waist, just below her breasts, and her hair was flailing wildly around her face; as was mine. I couldn’t see her with my own eyes, but I saw her all the same. Beautiful and dark. Then my mind’s eye turned to a dark spot, the anchor, and raced toward it, my invisible hand a ball of heatless fire. And when the fire touched the dark, the anchor vanished and the scream of a thousand voices came ripping into the Nether. A maddening, deafening screech to attack the mind and chill the heart.

The wail of the dead. 

When I opened my eyes again, my true eyes, and the wind began to die and the leaves and twigs fell and settled where they would, I saw that Luther’s Magick had unraveled before my eyes. The forest around the pond seemed denser, now. As if more trees had somehow sprouted into existence in the time between my astral projection and my return to my own body. 

And there, between the trees, was Luther’s cottage; chimney puffing peacefully. 

Collette walked up beside me, crunching brittle leaves beneath her feet, and stopped. Waited. Then said “Will he come out?” 

“The little piggy’s house has been blown away. If he doesn’t move, the wolf will get him.”

A blustery silence hung in the air but slowly, the once quiet woods were returning to normal. Although the sky would remain grey and dark up here for a while, in Berlin it had started to rain.

“In ze story of ze three little pigs,” Collette said, “Ze wolf is ze one who does ze blowing... so, what does zat make you?” 

“I’m just a witch with a bone to pick with the wolf. She shouldn’t have eaten my grandmother.” 

Whatever objections she may have had before, they were gone now. I could see it on her face. Pride? Maybe. I hoped she was feeling the same kind of spine-tingling exhilaration I was feeling; that warm, buzzing that comes when you’ve just done something awesome, or you’ve read an inspirational quote that electrifies your skin in a sudden rush. 

As we watched, the cottage door opened with a groan that echoed through the forest. Luther emerged a second later and his tall, lanky form came striding out of the house, across the garden, beyond the gate, and around the oak tree. He stopped some twenty feet away, eyeing us both with contempt. And all I could think about was how his hair was so deftly defying the wind that so badly wanted to mess it up. 

How much product was he wearing? 

“Why?” he asked, simply, “Why have you done this?” 

“Because,” I said, “I wanted to show you something.”

“Show me what?” 

“Ze power of ze Red Witch,” Collette put in. She glanced my way, grinned, and turned toward Luther. “Are you convinced?” 

His mouth was open, working inaudibly. It looked like he was picking food from out of his teeth with his tongue. 

“Yeah,” he said, approaching, “I’m convinced. You’re the Red Witch. The one I’ve heard about. The one she fears.” 

That sudden warm rush returned and I realized I really like being called the Red Witch. “Will you help us?” I asked.

“Doesn’t seem like I have much of a choice now, do I?”

No. It didn’t seem like he did. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 19

 

 

Aaron was a liability. His muscles twitched with unease, caught up in the nonsensical rhythms of trapped nerves, the hairs on the back of his neck were starting to stand on their tip-toes, and his heart was beating hard enough to rival a damned hummingbird. Ever since his transformation into a werewolf his body had become ultra-receptive to the vibrations in the air and beneath his skin, and his body was buzzing now.

“I shouldn’t be here,” he said to Damien. 

They had gone down to the living room after having been given instructions from Frank. “Don’t come in here,” he had said, “No matter what you see or hear, don’t come in here and don’t leave the house.” 

Well shit. In the movies, that was the kind of thing someone said right before things started to get weird. Aaron didn’t know just how weird things would get, but he suspected that if Frank had thought it important enough to issue a disclaimer—no, it was a warning—then it was anyone’s guess as to what was about to happen. 

On the outside, Damien Colt didn’t seem to be much fazed by what Frank had told him, nor did he seem to be worried about what was going to happen. But Aaron knew. He could smell the perspiration on Damien’s skin, no matter how slight, and could see the ends of his clasped together fingers trembling. The witch hid his fear well, but the fear was still there, hanging over them like an unwelcomed houseguest. 

“Don’t say that,” Damien said. He was looking at the ground, or at his hands dangling between his open knees. 

“I am. I don’t feel like this is for me.” 

“We don’t have a choice. Frank told us not to leave.” 

“Fuck what Frank said. What does he know?” 

“More than you think.” He looked up then and the conversation stalled. 

“What’s going to happen?” Aaron asked.

“I don’t know,” Damien said.

“C’mon. You’re a witch too. Don’t you have any idea?” 

Damien thought for a moment, silent. “Frank and I are… different. His magick comes from a place I can’t reach.”

“What do you mean?” 

“Frank’s magick is… darker… than mine. I tie my magick to the elements, to the corners, and to light. Frank can do the same, but his final tie is to the dark—not to the light. I can’t explain it.” 

“Can’t or won’t?” 

“What does that mean?” 

Aaron’s throat warmed like he’d just taken a shot of bourbon. “You think I’m too thick to understand?” 

“What? No, I—”

“You think I wouldn’t be able to wrap my head around the difference between light and dark? Do you forget where I’ve been?” 

Damien rose to his feet and Aaron pushed himself off the counter he had been leaning on and arched his back into a combat-ready stance. It was a quick, hot, primal movement; one not triggered by conscious thought but by instinct. Threat, his heart had told him, and his body had reacted much in the same way a wolf would have at sensing the approach of a dangerous animal or a rival wolf. He could hear Damien’s heart pumping hard and loud inside his chest—Lub-Lub-Lub—, could see the veins on his neck bulging with the beat, could feel the fearful heat coming off him in waves. But then Damien put his arms up, and tension released Aaron’s body from within its vice-like grip. He relaxed, deflated, like a balloon being slowly drained of helium. And then he saw what he had done to the counter. 

He had been leaning against the unit with his hands stretched away from him and had, without realizing, gouged great deep tracks in the wooden surface with his own nails. Aaron approached, aware of the fact that behind him Damien was approaching too, and inspected the marks as if they had been made by someone else; by some other too-tense-for-his-own-good werewolf.

“Jesus,” Damien said. “Amber’s going to kill you.” 

Aaron shook his head. “I can’t stay,” he said, straightening up. “It’ll be worse if I stay.” 

“Worse? How?” 

“I don’t know, Damien. I just have a feeling. My being here isn’t a good idea. I can feel it, and you have to trust me on that.”

Damien didn’t say anything for a long while. Minutes, maybe. Maybe hours. But what did it matter in this kitchen where time didn’t seem to hold any sway? Aaron must have looked at the time on the wall a half a dozen times and the long arm had barely moved over the quarter past mark. 

“You have to stay,” Damien said, “Frank told us not to leave, not to do anything, and we shouldn’t. Magick is a delicate art. We don’t know what leaving will do to his concentration, and if I know anything at all about magick—even his brand of magick—it’s that he’ll need every ounce of control until he’s finished.” 

Control. 

There was a word Aaron understood. Control wasn’t so much a word to Aaron, though. Control was like the flaky, good friend everyone has. When he’s there, everything is good. He’s funny, loud, tells great stories, and makes you laugh. But he does more than just that; he gives you hope, too. Hope that you’re worth more than a damn. He makes you believe in yourself. 

Until he cancels on you last minute. 

Then you watch as your world crumbles around you. Without Control there to make you feel great about yourself and to give you hope, you fall prey to your own worst self. For some people, the worst part of them enjoyed drinking alone until it was piss-drunk and throwing up insecurity and feelings of inadequacy all over the bar. 

For Aaron, the worst part of him was a murderer.

Yes it had been self-defense out there in the woods that night. And yes, those men would have done something terrible if he hadn’t had intervened—if my worst self hadn’t intervened—but it was still murder, and it was something he would have to live with for the rest of his days. A cross to bear, as they say.

Ever since then, Aaron had been trying to reconnect with control; to invite him out for a round of beer and an order of nachos at Joe’s. But control was absent more times than he showed up, and if that wasn’t a bad sign of a drying relationship, then he didn’t know what was. 

“So, are we supposed to just wait?” Aaron asked.

Damien nodded. “We have to wait and see what—”

Aaron felt the vibrations before he heard the footsteps. It was as if the motions had occurred in reverse order—first the tiny tremor comes with each footfall, and then the thud. Upstairs, he thought, a second before Damien reacted to the sound. There’s someone walking around upstairs. They shared a look and then circled out of the kitchen and into the living room where they could get a view of the stairwell. 

“Frank?” Damien asked. “Is that you?” 

Silence. 

“Frank?” Aaron now, his body taut and tense like a guitar string being slowly tightened. 

More footfalls. This time the sound came faster and harder, and in stereo surround. It was as if someone was running across the hall upstairs, not just walking. Aaron looked up and saw a cloud of dust fall from the ceiling. He went to inch toward the stairwell, but Damien reached for his shoulder, grabbed him, and shook his head. 

“That’s not Frank,” Damien said, mouthing the words. 

Boom, boom, boom! Aaron flinched and pulled away from Damien’s hold. He flicked his head up at the ceiling and dust fell upon his face. The growl that slipped from his throat was guttural and low, primal, a warning. But a warning to who? To what? Whoever, or whatever, was up there was jumping around in Aaron’s bedroom, and every thud made Aaron’s body shake.

His eyes went to Damien, then up at the ceiling, then to Damien again. It seemed like the angry jumping had ceased, but there were still footsteps to be heard. And there weren’t just one set of footsteps either, but a whole bunch of them. People, it sounded like, were opening and closing doors, wandering up and down the hall, and looking around in bedrooms. 

People.

At one time Aaron caught movement out of the corner of his eye and he was about to launch himself at it when he realized what he had seen and the spiders crawled up the length of his spine. It was a shadow at the stairwell; a tall, still shadow blotting out the majority of the light falling into the stairwell from the window just above it.

Aaron turned toward it fully and stared hard at the figure. It was humanoid, and it was breathing in silent heaves that made its shoulders rise and fall, rise and fall. A challenge, Aaron thought. It’s challenging me, waiting for me. But Aaron’s body was trembling, now, much like Damien was. He could see the shadow too, and maybe the witch’s logical mind knew what it was he was seeing. But Aaron knew what it was because he had felt its vile presence before. 

“Fuck you,” Aaron said, his voice sailing through the air like a sledge-hammer. 

The figure moved, and when its shadow disappeared Aaron heard its footsteps coming down the stairs, down to greet him. Aaron had accepted its challenge and it was coming for him now, but like fuck if it would catch him off guard. Aaron made for the stairs. Damien reached out to stop him, screaming his protest, but his hand slipped off the werewolf’s leather jacket and he was gone. 

It all happened in the space of three heartbeats. 

Aaron’s blood pumped hot and hard inside his veins and pounded against his temples. His jaw expanded to accommodate the elongation of his teeth, he flexed his hands and the nails he had used earlier to gouge tracks in the wooden counter returned, and the muscles in his chest, biceps, and legs ripped and healed with blinding speed to afford him the strength and toughness werewolves were renowned for. 

He was ready. 

The footsteps were coming down the stairs, sailing, flying. But Aaron was flying too; he was a hammer of muscle and flesh, ready to drive in to the thing coming to greet him. Enemy. Threat. Part of him knew he was rushing at a shadow and about to throw himself into a cloud of smoke, but the animal part of him didn’t care. Didn’t think. And that was okay, because when it came down to it his instincts came from the worst part of himself, and whether there was someone physically there or not, his instincts were right. He knew they were surrounded by enemy.  

And then he arrived at the foot of the stairs in a mad, furious dash, swung around the wall to look up—and all he saw was light. Cold, cloudy October light was spilling through the window at the top of the stairwell. Outside, birds were cawing. Crows, maybe? Crows come to watch the idiot werewolf fuck everything up. He wondered in that hot, sweaty moment whether they could sense the danger inside the house too, and if they had come as spectators or as little, black, winged messengers of death. 

A cold chill ran through his body then, and the body reacted by returning to its normal shape—nails, teeth, and muscles included.

Aaron turned to look at Damien, whose face had turned an ashen white, and furrowed his brow in the momentary confusion. “I thought…” he started to say. “I thought…” 

But he hadn’t thought. He had acted. Aaron glanced up the stairs and saw no one, heard nothing; no thumps, no bumps, no doors opening and closing, and no shadows chasing themselves around in the dim light. The enemy was here, he knew. He could still feel the vibrations, could sense the closeness of… it… but it had disappeared. 

Deceiver, he thought, and then, it calls to your blood.

He didn’t know where that second thought had come from; whether it was his cognitive side overthinking something, whether he was answering a previous question he had asked of himself and forgotten about, or whether his animal—worst—side was picking up on the thought form of some external entity in the same way he could sometimes figure out what Amber was thinking if she concentrated on it real hard.

“How long has Frank been up there?” Aaron asked.

Damien checked. “Twenty minutes.” 

“How long did he ask us to leave him alone for?” 

“He didn’t.” 

“So we’re just supposed to wait? We can’t go up there and find out what’s going on?” 

“Frank told us to wait, to not trust what we see and hear, not to bother him, and to not leave the house.” 

“You heard the things I heard,” Aaron said, approaching—striding—across the room. “None of that was right, Damien, and you know it.” 

Damien didn’t say anything.

“Christ, man,” Aaron said, “What kind of dark shit is Frank bringing into my house?” 

“I think,” Damien said, after a swallow, “He always carries the darkness with him, only he chooses when to use it and when not to.”

There was something Aaron could respect. He carried darkness within himself as well, but he wore it like a scar. It was a mark that was visible at all times, manifested in the way he would sometimes raise his voice without meaning to, in his sudden urge to go out for a run in the middle of the night, and in the way he could draw his nails along a wooden surface hard enough to leave lasting marks on it. Step right up, folks; come and experience the curse of the werewolf!

If you looked at Frank you could also tell that he carried within him some kind of inner scars, a torment that called to him from the distant past like the father yelling at you to come home right now or else. Aaron hadn’t talked to him about it, but he figured Frank probably had come from an oppressive family and had lived a tough life growing up. Frank reminded him a lot of the weird kid at school; the one everyone would stare and talk about as they came walking down the hall. 

In fact, Frank reminded Aaron a lot of Amber; only Frank wasn’t the kind of guy to dip his head low and walk faster when the insults started to come. He was the kind of guy who flipped you off and kept walking with his head high. The kind of guy who would get beaten up after school for looking weird and would then come in the next day looking even weirder, taking strength from the hate dropped on his doorstep. Aaron had never beaten any weird kids up but he had been a jerk to them, and now he kind of admired them. 

Hell, he wanted to marry one.

He was one.

Thinking about Amber was like settling into a warm bath after a long day’s work. It relaxed him, turned his muscles to jelly, and allowed him to breathe more easily. But the things that had just happened in the house brought up memories of the time before his transformation, when demons were loose in Raven’s Glen. 

And that familiarity unsettled him. 

Moments later, like something out of a horror movie, there came a staggering sound rushing down the stairs. Aaron went bolt-upright, tense and alert. Damien too. They waited for a second, two, three. Then more footsteps—someone coming down another set of stairs.

“Frank?” Aaron asked. His heart was in his throat again, beating, constricting.

A shadow cut across the shaft of light falling through the stairwell, and Frank followed it, hobbling into the living room with a torrent of blood rushing over his nose and mouth. It was dripping onto the carpet and some of it was on his hands. It looked like he had been hit on the nose with a baseball bat. 

Fuck, that has to hurt, Aaron thought. 

“Oh Christ,” Damien said, “Frank! Are you alright?” 

“I’m fine,” he said, wiping his face with the back of his only clean hand. “Just need a fucking cigarette.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 20

 

 

We were on the road again, zooming along the German countryside on the back of a four lane expressway, only this time there were three of us in the car. I may have needed to destroy the magical protection around Luther’s home to get him to come with us, but I could hardly have been called selfish for having done what I did. Of course, Collette would have suggested we try other—less violent—avenues, but I was due a rash action, dammit. 

And besides, Collette had made it clear even if she didn’t exactly use the words that we had come to Berlin to get allies, and not contacts. 

That was allowed, right?

“Where are we going?” Luther asked. 

“We are going to ze Berlin Cathedral to meet some friends.” 

In unison, I asked “Some friends?” and Luther asked, “A church?”

Collette cleared her throat. “I should explain,” she said.

“Yes, you should,” I said.

“Very well. Since we are joined by Luther zen it means we are on track with our mission and I may divulge its parameters to you.”

“Shouldn’t you have divulged any secret parameters to me before we flew to Europe so that I knew what we were getting into?”

“Non,” she said, shaking her head, “I suspected your good nature and your tendency to overreact would result in objections, so I hid my objectives from you.” 

“I do not—yeah, okay, I guess I do. Continue, General.” 

“Luther,” Collette said, pivoting on her seat to face him. “I am sorry we smoked you out of your home, but we needed your knowledge and experience as well as your magick.”

“My magick?” Luther asked, cocking his head. Kinda looks like an older Damien when he does that, I thought. 

“You are a Necromancer, non?” 

“I am.” 

“And you have survived a confrontation with ze witch?” 

“I have.” 

“Zen your participation in my ritual is of utmost importance.” 
“Ritual?” 

The word caught my attention too. My eyes had been drawn to the beautiful German countryside with its tall oaks, bustling pines, and rolling hills until now. Everything was wet up here, the colors of autumn were more vibrant, and the sky seemed to be perpetually gray and overcast; and that was before I had brought Magick ripping into the world and inadvertently caused the sky to roar.

Oh, shit… that. 

“Uh, guys,” I said, and the conversation died, but before I could mention my concern about Linezka being able to see us now I caught a whiff of something on the air, something familiar. It was a kind of musk I had smelt before… sweet, manly, but with a touch of femininity. “Do you smell that?” I asked. 

Collette sniffed around the passenger side and Luther sniffed himself, but neither of them could smell what I was sure was man’s cologne. Frank? I thought. It sure did remind me of him more than it did the other two. Damien wore a manlier scent, the kind of cologne whose packaging has a picture of a totally ripped guy on it. And Aaron didn’t wear any cologne at all.

A chill like a trickle of ice water ran down my spine when I thought Frank’s name. For a moment I thought I could see him reaching for me, but in my mind’s eye he was being held back by something dark. Frank was screaming, flailing, but I couldn’t hear what he was trying to say because the dark thing kept grabbing for his mouth and holding it shut. 

“Hey, Collette, grab my phone and call Frank, will ya?” 

Collette dug into my jeans pockets, produced my phone, and dialed Frank’s number. When the number didn’t work she tried Aaron, then Damien. The phone rang a few times with Damien’s number, but then the line went dead. Odd, I thought. I was sure I had registered with one of the German networks immediately after landing. And I had texted Frank back after hooking onto the Hotel Wi-Fi, Aaron too. Why haven’t they replied? 

“We must not have a good enough reception,” Collette said, “Let’s try at ze hotel tonight.” 

I nodded and Collette stuffed the phone back into my pocket. 

“What were you going to say before, ma cherie?” she asked.

“It’s probably nothing,” I said, returning to the moment. “I just… don’t know if she can see us. After what I did in the woods, I mean.” 

“Perhaps she can. Zis is why we must hurry, now. We cannot use ze same spell again, and if you weakened it earlier, zen it will only dissolve faster.” 

I nodded again, but the thought of being locked in Linezka’s sights again didn’t sit well with me. Maybe I shouldn’t have been so impulsive. I applied a little more gas and watched tachometer rise from a steady 50 miles per hour to a dizzying 70, then 80. Collette urged us to hurry, and hurry we would.

“Anyway, ze ritual I was speaking of,” Collette said, unfazed by the change in our speed.

“And the friends you mentioned,” I said.

“And the church,” Luther added.

“Oui. First, ze friends. I am taking us to meet a group of witches I know.” 

“Witches?” I asked. 

“From my past. Some of zese witches have flown far and wide to be here today. All of zem have had zeir lives touched by ze devil’s witch.” 

The temperature in the car seemed to drop a few degrees, as if someone had just turned the air con on at full blast.

“Touched? How?” Luther asked.

“Zey have all lost someone or something precious to zem but have managed to escape her eye before it fell upon zem. Now zey have a story to tell, but more importantly, zey have a reason for wanting her dead. And zat makes zem allies.” 

“I didn’t know you had so much influence, Coll,” I said. 

“An advantage zat comes with age. Many of zem are old friends of mine; friends I have not seen in a long time and am happy to see again. But zis is more zan a simple reunion. Zey are going to help us with a ritual; a ritual of trans-location.” 

“No,” Luther said. His aura shot out from him, bitter like before, but cold this time to boot. A great fear had gripped him; reached right into his stomach and grabbed it tightly.

“Are you okay, Luther?” I asked.

“I know what she’s going to ask,” he said, “And it’s insane.” 

“Is it?” 

“Collette?” I asked, “What are you planning to achieve with this ritual?” 

“My goal is to bridge a connection between her and us, and zen use zat connection to kill her.”

Kill her. 

“Just like that?” I asked. The smile spread across my lips like a brightening horizon.

“No,” Luther said, “Not just like that. The ritual only allows the caster to open a bridge to travel through; the killing part is the hard part. Just how do you intend to do that?” 

“I don’t intend to do anything; it’s Amber who will do it.” 

“Me?” I should have seen that one coming. “What am I supposed to do?” 

“Ze simple fact iz zat we have been relying on our affirmation zat ze Red Witch will be her doom, but we  do not know if zat is true; and even if it iz, we do not know exactly how ze Red Witch will kill her. Perhaps she will be adverse to your mere presence.” 
“And if she isn’t?” 

“Zen we move to plan B.” 

“Which is?” 

“We tie her up and figure it out later.”

“You make it sound so easy.” 

“You are under ze assumption, ma cherie, zat killing her must be difficult. But if you are ze one who will kill her, ze deed could indeed be easily accomplished.”

“I don’t like all this talk of killing,” I said, “It’s morbid.” The Necromancers shared a look now, and I could tell what they were thinking by the way their eyebrows went up. Morbid? Do you know who you’re talking to? “You know what I mean.” 

“I do,” Collette said, “But zis iz ze only way. She is not expecting us, not expecting an attack. She probably believes she iz impervious wherever she calls home. But we have our conduit.” 

“A conduit with a name,” Luther put in.

“Of course,” Collette said, conceding. “Now you are briefed, what do you think?” 

“Think?” I asked. 

I wasn’t sure what I thought. We had gone from flying half way across the world to find a witch who could tell us Linezka’s weaknesses to being a mere few hours away—I was assuming—from potentially meeting the fabled witch in person. I had my poker face on, but I also had to grip the wheel on the Renault a little more tightly to stop the sweat from making them slip. 

Maybe I was a little nervous.

As luck would have it we ran into heavy traffic coming into greater Berlin, so my sweaty palms couldn’t contribute to a fiery, road-related accident even if they had wanted to. Getting into busy Berlin wasn’t a quick affair, and sheets of rain were falling from the sky onto the car by the time we made it to Museum Island and the massive grounds at the foot of the Berlin Cathedral. But we had made it, and there it was.

Despite the haze being thrown up by the rain—droplets of water falling so hard and fast they seemed to bounce off the ground—I found myself marveling at the main church building as if it had been my first time laying eyes on it. It was a tall, wide, beige monstrosity covered in angels, cherubs, crosses, and depictions of holy characters made of brass which had gone green with time. And as we idled beneath the arch leading into the church, listening to the rain fall on the car and looking up at the glorious marvel of classical architecture before me, my mind went hurtling through time, back to my first taste of European architecture. 

This was what I wanted from Berlin. If we had gotten nothing else out of our trip to the German capital, what I truly craved was to experience this feeling.

I wanted the warmth of awe to fill me and bring color to my cheeks, to listen to history itself speaking from the lines and cracks and dents in the stone and the masonry, and to reconnect with a past I had almost left behind. A previous part of myself who wanted to learn about Religion and Mythology, to better understand the secrets of the real world as humans understood it. And there, sitting in a red Renault Clio beneath the Berlin Cathedral with its triple green domes, massive arches, and holy icons, I had gotten what I came for. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 21

 

 

“The last time my nose bled like this was during a Nine Inch Nails concert,” Frank said, “I did not see that elbow coming.” 

When Damien had seen Frank staggering down the stairs—so much blood—his stomach twisted into itself and threatened to empty its contents right there on the carpeted floor. It wasn’t so much that he had an aversion to seeing blood; he had just never been exposed to so much of it in one place, at one time, and in the flesh. 

Damien had loved watching scary movies before his family moved into the compound. Classics like Friday the 13th, Nightmare on Elm Street, even the Exorcist, had a knack for burning themselves into his child’s mind and haunted his dreams for weeks after having watched them. This wasn’t a good thing, of course, by any means. But in a way, the movies had prepared him for the truths about life which he would later become intimately acquainted with.

Death. 

Betrayal. 

Demons.

Dark Fire. 

And while Damien could stomach most of the otherworldly horrors which he had faced down to date, it was the mundane ones—like severe nose-bleeds—that turned his legs to jam.

There was one scene particular, in the Exorcist, which chilled Damien even to this day. The scene covered a medical examination of Raegan, which took place after the initial stage of her possession. She was being hooked up to a machine which and part of the exam involved the doctor piercing a line straight into Raegan’s neck and then inserting a tube into it. 

The process was simple, but there was a moment—after the doctor pulled on a plunger to make the blood flow, but before he attached the tube to collect the blood—where Raegan’s blood squirted out and all over her gown while her mother watched on, powerless to help her little girl. 

It had been the mundaneness of the situation that made Damien go cold and avert his eyes, and it was the mundaneness of Frank’s nose-bleed that made him want to hurl upon having seen it. Anyone can have a tube stuck in their neck and anyone can get a nose-bleed, after all. 

Two aspirins, a cigarette, and a blood-soaked tea-towel later, Frank seemed to have returned to his usual self. 

“You alright?” Damien asked.

“Fine and fucking dandy,” Frank said, “How the fuck are you?” 

“Hey,” Aaron said, “Ease up, Frank.” 

“Fine, but only because you asked so nicely.” 

Frank took a sip of water from the cup Damien had left at the table next to him. The cup had bloody fingerprints on it now, and Damien tried not to look at it. 

“What happened?” Damien finally asked. “We heard noises—thumps, bumps—things got crazy down here.” 

“Crazy?” Aaron asked, “It sounded like a whole damn football team was running practice up there.” 

“I told you it would get weird,” Frank said.

Aaron squatted, grabbed Frank’s collar—where the neck meets the shoulder—, and stared at him. Damien stood, frozen for a moment, his eyes going from Aaron, to Frank’s neck, to the cup with the bloody print on it. 

“What did you do?” Aaron asked. 

“What I did,” Frank said, unfazed by Aaron’s size or the intensity of his gaze, “Isn’t Scooby’s concern.”

“Listen to me and listen carefully. The last time I felt this way, the last time I… sensed what I just sensed was during the time when that thing was trying to possess Amber.” 

Frank fell silent. His eyes went to Damien. Maybe he was looking for a nod of reassurance, but Damien didn’t have any for him. Hell, he needed reassurances himself. He had known Frank’s magick came from a dark place, but he had never looked into that dark place before. He wanted to know too. 

A long sigh escaped Frank’s lips. “Grab me a beer,” he said. When Aaron and Damien looked at him like he was crazy, he said, “I need to be relaxed if I’m going to relay the information I’ve got floating around inside my head.”

Damien nodded, headed for the fridge, and grabbed a cold bud. He popped the cap with the bottle opener magnet tagged to the fridge and brought the beer to Frank. When he handed it over their fingers met, and Damien felt a jolt when they did. The sudden snap of electricity made him recoil and put his fingers in his mouth like a child might have done. 

Frank didn’t seem to have been hit with the jolt, but he looked up at Damien from over his bottle of beer with surprise in his eyes. 

“Are you okay?” he asked.

Damien took his fingers out of his mouth and looked at them. His fingertips were red and they stung like he’d just touched a hotplate, but the redness was fading fast. He nodded. “Yeah, just a jolt,” he said.

Frank nodded too. “Alright,” he said, “While I was under, I saw some stuff.” 

“While you were under?” Aaron asked. He had been quiet for some time, but he was standing now and seemed less tense; like a guard dog, sitting on its haunches with its tail curled around its legs. Still dangerous and ready to strike at a moment’s notice, but docile enough. 

“I… went to see a friend who lives inside me.” 

“Don’t make us play the question game,” Aaron said—the dog snarled, teeth bared, and went back to being docile. 

“Last year,” Frank said, “I had a conversation with Amber about demons. She was worried I would get hurt, that the thing would come and get me like it almost got her. I told her I would be fine, that I had methods of protecting myself against them, but I wasn’t specific. I also lied to her.” 

“Lied?” Damien asked, brow furrowing. 

“I told her no one could keep a demon as a pet… that anyone who makes deals with them is looking for trouble, but that wasn’t strictly true.” 

“No.” Damien shook his head. “No, you can’t expect me to believe—”

Frank tilted his gaze toward Damien, cocked his head, and grinned. “Surprised?” 

“Are you telling me you… you have a demon as a… a pet?” Aaron asked.

“Not exactly. I like to think of it more as a work colleague; someone I don’t necessarily want to see every day but is there nonetheless.” 

The skin on Damien’s arms began to prickle and break out into goose-flesh. He didn’t like what he was hearing, but a part of him had known Frank was capable of something like this. Frank’s Magick was cruel and unforgiving. He remembered, now, the first time he saw Frank use it; they were in the woods, fighting the hooded men. All Frank had to do was touch one of them and they went down, screaming and bawling like frightened children.

“Why?” Damien asked. “Why are you close to a creature that almost possessed one of our friends?” 

“In his defense, he had nothing to do with her possession. In fact, I have him under control most of the time… right here.” 

Frank fished a necklace from out of his shirt and displayed it. A simple brass pentacle hanging from a black leather throng. Frank had had it for as long as Damien could remember. He never took it off. Not even to sleep. A word suddenly came to Damien’s lips; one he had read in a book once. Probably one of Amber’s.

“Reliquary,” he said. 

Frank nodded. “Good work, Freddy. Now how about we stop grilling me for how’s and we start talking about what’s?” 

“What’s a reliquary?” Aaron asked. 

“A thing I keep bad shit locked away in until I need it,” Frank said. 

“And you have a… demon in there?” 

“I think somebody deserves a Rooby Rack,” Frank said in a mocking tone, and Aaron didn’t seem to like it. Damien put his hand on Aaron’s shoulder, gave him a hard look, and Aaron backed down. 

“C’mon, Frank. Quit messing around and just tell us what happened up there,” Damien said. 

Frank took another sip of beer. “I think I saw the future,” he said, calmly. Another swig. “See, that’s one thing demons can do that we can’t, and if you ask them nicely enough—or you beat it out of them with a stick—they are only happy to part with the information you need.” 

“The future,” Damien said, incredulous. Aaron had fallen in beside him now, and they were both looking at Frank with their arms folded. 

“I saw a church,” Frank said, “A big one. A river. I saw an unkindness of ravens… a girl in a red cloak. I saw a dark figure, too. And something else.” He looked at Damien now. “I saw the Dark Fire.” 

Dark Fire.

His heart started to beat rapidly at the mere mention of the thing. He swallowed once. Twice. By the third time, he was pulling down air. He went for Frank’s beer, took a swig, and put the bottle down on the table, following the motion by quickly sitting down on one of the available chairs. The room was spinning; his heart pounding in his ears, his fists, and his neck. And the beat seemed to say dark-fire; dark-fire; dark-fire. 

“You… saw… it?” Damien asked. It was like he couldn’t catch his breath, but he had to. He had no choice but to rally and come back to the conversation. “And you say this was the future?” 

Frank nodded.

“You guys are going to have to spell this out in terms I can understand,” Aaron said, “You forget I’m not a witch like you guys.” 

“No,” Frank said, “You’re much more than that. You’re a werewolf. In fact,” he added, standing, “You’re not just any werewolf either; you’re the Grey Wolf. The beast to our Belle; the Edward to our Bella; the Clyde to our Bonnie. You’re special, baby.” 

Aaron stiffened and took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said, “But… what does all of that mean? Dark Fire? The church? Can’t you put any of it together and give us something we can work with?” 

Frank shook his head. “No,” he said, “Something was blocking me.” 

“Blocking you?” Damien said, standing. He had regained himself, now; his heart settling into a quieter rhythm. He thought of Lily, then, and the dream he had just that very night. Then he thought of Natalie and remembered the smell of her hair; honey and cinnamon. They were random thoughts that seemed to have a pacifying effect on his nerves, and Damien welcomed them.

“More than ever I believe Amber is under demonic oppression,” Frank said.

“Again?” Aaron asked, his jaw clenching. 

Frank nodded. “I believe there’s another demon at play here, one more powerful than the imp I have locked away in my little chamber of secrets.”

“How can you know for sure?” 

“Because it told me over a cocktail. No, witch, because it tried to kill me upstairs.” 

A great silence descended upon the room. In it, Damien could hear the steady tap of the empty clothes line against the supporting metal pole, he could hear birds crowing in the distance—an unkindness of ravens—, and the Stevenson baby crying next door. They had had the baby only a few months ago and were still very much in the initial stages of parenthood; the stage where no one gets any sleep besides the baby.

“Should we be worried?” Aaron asked.

“No,” Frank said, waving his hand in a dismissive gesture, “I managed to fight it off. I think I may have even gotten a message to Amber, but whatever she got probably didn’t sound much like a message.” 

“So you couldn’t get through to her at all?” Damien asked.

“Haven’t you been listening?” 

“And you’re sure a demon is blocking her from receiving communications?” 

“Again… have you not been listening?” 

Damien thought for a moment. His eyes went from Frank, to Aaron, to the cup with the bloody print, to that scene in the Exorcist that made his stomach churn, then to the back yard window. His heart was starting to beat quickly again, but it was excitement that had gotten him going now and not dread or fear. The kind of excitement one feels when they’ve just discovered their usefulness, their place in the grand design.

“Damien?” Aaron asked.

“I know how we can reach her,” he said.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 22

 

 

During the day, the Berlin Cathedral was a tourist attraction no different to any of the other museums on the island. It shared space with a Roman, Egyptian and a Greek exhibit, each housed in a dedicated, toweringly large building of archaic construction. But the Berlin Cathedral stood supreme and above all. You could see it for miles. 

In many ways, the island resembled a college campus. The grounds were green and littered with fountains, benches, shrubs and trees. On sunny days the grounds were filled with students and tourists sitting on the benches having lunch, reading books, or talking about the museums they had just visited. But on rainy days like these the grounds were deserted, and the only movement came from the dual lane streets cutting across the island between its shortest points.

Figuring it best to leave the car where it was, parked at the foot of the Cathedral, we decided to head out and make a mad dash for the cover of the Cathedral’s gorgeous arches. The rain was hitting hard now, somehow harder than it had been a minute ago it seemed, and we had to run to avoid getting soaked, but we did anyway. My copper hair was plastered to my face, my black jeans were heavy with wet, and my Dr. Marten’s were squishy inside, but we had made it to the front of the building. And it was closed. 

“Shit,” I said. 

“What now?” Luther asked while padding down his jacket and dusting heavy droplets of water off it.

Collette brushed wet strands of black hair out of her face and slicked it over her forehead until it fell limp behind her back. “Ze museum is closed today. We use ze side door.” 

We had to circle around the building to get to the side door, but the walkway around was covered leaving the rain to claw at our feet without finding much purchase. 

When we arrived at the tall, brown, oaken door with the gold crucifix on it, Collette wasted no time in grabbing the handle, turning it, and pushing the door open. It gave way with a loud croak and a moment later we were inside, standing in what looked like a library. I kept looking back as the door closed behind me, wondering whether I had left something behind or forgotten something in the car. I wanted to go to it, but I didn’t. There was much to see in this library and curiosity called. 

The center of the room was clear save for two oaken tables and a number of chairs, but the walls were lined with tall bookshelves filled with dusty old hardbacks, most of them written in German, many of them in Latin; each of them curious. 

Just as soon as my fingers settled upon the spine of a book called the Einheitsübersetzung and I started to pull, Collette whispered harshly in my direction, drawing my eyes and ears. 

“What?” I asked.

“Now is not ze time for books, Amber,” she said. Her frown-line line had appeared between her eyes. This meant she was serious. 

I let the book go and it slipped out from under my fingers and back into its place with a thud. It was a German translation of the Catholic Bible, and I didn’t want to read it—heck, I couldn’t even read German!—I only wanted to open it and feel the pages. 

“Why are we whispering, anyway?” I asked, whispering, “Aren’t we expected?” 

Collette’s frown-line disappeared. She arched an eyebrow, straightened her back, and said—in a normal voice, yet still low voice that bounced off the walls—“Yes, I suppose you are right.”

“It feels like we should be quiet in here, though, doesn’t it,” Luther said, “A library and a church; double silence.”  

I nodded. “I haven’t been in a church like this one since my last trip to Europe.” 

I could still recall the Catedral de La Sagrada Familia in Barcelona, with its bony, unfinished exterior and its magnificently large and foreboding interior, like I had been there yesterday. Remembering the way I felt when I walked through its main doors and into its vault-like insides—like a significantly insignificant thing—still gave me the tingles. I had asked Padre Perez about that feeling and he had said that we were all both utterly insignificant and also entirely significant in the grand scheme of things. 

He had told me that this was true for the pessimist; to him, a human being isn’t even a speck of dust against the grandeur of the cosmos. We’re the specks that live on the specks, and are thus insignificant. But from the point of view of someone with love in their hearts, we were entirely significant. Because in that ever expanding, incomprehensible black ocean we call the universe, we are unique. There is no other like us anywhere. 

“Ask the scientist or the theologian, and they will both tell you the same thing,” Padre Perez had said with his hands clasped by his lap. “Science tells us that our DNA will never be one hundred percent identical to any other; meaning that there is, never has been, and never will be, another you or me on this or any other planet. Religion teaches us the same of our immortal souls; each was made unique by the hand of a divine creator, and no two are entirely alike.”

Only, what if there are? 

I gave Luther a sidelong glance, remembering what he and Collette had said about Linezka and how this had all happened before. Had there been another Red Witch before me? And if that was true, what did it mean for my soul? Was I truly unique or part of some kind of karmic defense system designed to prevent greedy witches from achieving too much power?

Collette padded silently toward the door to the adjoining room or hall. She pulled it open slightly, peered down the crack, and then opened it further. The door hinges moaned in protest at the movement, and the sound made me wince, but when nothing happened for a while—when no monks armed with flails or German police came to drag us three witches out of such a Holy place—, we stepped through into the corridor.

Dim, grey light was falling in from the rear window overlooking the river at the Cathedral’s back. It was enough to illuminate the listlessly hovering dust motes and highlight them with a shining aura, making each one seem like it was alive with purpose. That was the view to my immediate left. To the right, the marble and stone corridor stretched on until it hit a wall and then forked into a T. There was a door at the end of the corridor, where the hall angled to the left, but it was locked. 

“Where do you suppose they’re waiting?” I asked.

“I suspect zey know we are here,” Collette said, “Perhaps zey are trying to determine whether we are zeir guests or intruders.” 

“Intruders?” Luther asked, “Why would they think that?” 

“Zey are on high alert, monsieur. Ze beast is afoot, and he is a deceiver, remember?” 

“Ah, yes; that… quite.”

So much British in such a short sentence, I thought, smiling.  

When we turned left at the T, we heard them. Footfalls. Maybe two pairs, though by the way the cathedral’s halls distorted sounds and threw them off walls, there could as well have been three hundred pairs of footsteps coming our way. 

We halted and waited until eventually someone turned a right-angled corner and headed our way; a woman. No older  than thirty three, she was wearing a warm green coat, a cream turtle-neck sweater, and dark jeans tucked inside a pair of brown, knee-high boots. Her hair was a light, earthy brown, her eyes the blue-grey of an overcast sky, and if the dark, olive tone of her skin didn’t suggest her Spanish nationality, her accent did. 

Nothing about her appearance suggested she was a witch, but then I wasn’t exactly wearing a cloak and cowl either.

“Collette,” she said, in English, “It has been too long.”

Collette smiled, went in for a hug, and the pair embraced. It was the kind of hug one shares with a friend who they haven’t seen in a while, but there was an undertone of sadness to the joy of reconnecting. I got the impression they had both been through something difficult together, something that once caused them great pain. Their auras screamed the need to talk about it, but neither of them did. 

“Amber, Luther,” Collette said, “Zis is Helena; a good friend of mine.” 

“Oh come now, Collette,” Helena said, her English impeccable, her foreign accent only barely noticeable. “We are more than friends. Come, I will take you to the others.”  

Collette nodded and we followed the new witch down the stiff marble and stone corridors, with its half-columns, oak doors, and wall-mounted crucifixes until we reached what appeared to be some kind of large dining room. One of the walls, the external wall, was a crisscross of windows with a view of the river, the street beyond it, and the TV Tower just above, but the rain was coming down so hard and the clouds were so low that the tower was only visible thanks to the red light at its peak. 

The other long wall was a beautiful, hand-painted display of the Last Supper that had clearly been painstakingly painted onto the wall, and then re-painted as time went on to preserve its natural color saturation. But the thing which drew my attention, if not my eyes, was the huge oaken table in the center of the room. Easily fifteen feet long, with gold trimmings, a green felt top, and tall chairs to match, this was the kind of table Bishops and Cardinals would sit at to discuss Catholic doctrine, theology, and the likes; the kind of table that would host, and probably had hosted, the Pope himself during his visits to Berlin. Well, maybe not given that the church was a Protestant church. Still, this was an important place, a holy place, and there were four witches sitting inside it now.

Take that, Inquisition.

The witches rose to their feet when they saw Collette. One by one they circled the table, approached the Necromancer, and kissed her once on each cheek and once on the mouth. They were soft, quick pecks. Tender. But the kisses conveyed respect; a respect for Collette’s station, perhaps. Necromancers were rare, and Collette was a powerful one at that. If these witches had ever been in a Coven with Collette, she would have undoubtedly been their High Priestess.

And now I’m hers; so what does that say about me? 

I shook the thought off when Collette introduced me to the women. Helena I had already been introduced to. The others were, by order of how Collette introduced them, Carolina; a stern-faced German witch, Regina, a freckled French girl with a mousy voice, and finally Georgina, another English witch with blond hair and a striking pair of--—violet-?-—eyes. When Collette finished her introductions of the other witches they went back to their seats. 

Carolina, Regina, Georgina… coincidence?

Helena then approached me, cupped my face with her hands, kissed my cheeks, and then pecked me lightly on the lips. 

“It is an honor to meet the Red Witch,” Helena said, echoing words Collette had said to me when we first met. She hadn’t kissed me, though. 

I nodded and smiled. “I’m honored to meet you too,” I said. “I’m sorry… Collette hasn’t mentioned you much in the time we’ve known each other.” 

“Our relationship was a long time ago,” Helena said, releasing me from her soft touch, “I don’t imagine I come up in conversation much.” Collette and Helena shared a look—a look, perhaps, that only old lovers can share—and then a smile passed between them; another sad smile. “Please,” Helena said, gesturing toward the table, “Sit with us. Drink with us.” 

I hadn’t noticed until I walked up to the table, yanked a screeching old chair out, and sat on it, that there was a tray on the table with a set of silver cups surrounding a large ceramic jug. Regina, the other French girl, waited until we had all taken our seats before proceeding to serve a cup of red wine to each of us at the table. 

Helena raised her cup and everyone else followed. “We raise this toast,” she said, “To the Goddess of the Moon. Let her silvery light bathe us, protect us, and bless us. To the Horned God of the Sun, may he lend us his fire that we may defeat our enemies. And to the Guardians; north, east, south, and west, that they may hear our prayers when we call.” 

“Just so,” Collette said, smiling with her chalice in hand. She took a sip of her wine and the rest of the table followed her motions. The wine was sweet on the lips; a good vintage, strong enough to tickle the tongue and warm the throat, but with a honey aftertaste that left you wanting more. One sip was customary, though, at least until the initial blessing was done. 

“The Goddess’ mark is upon you, Red Witch,” Helena said. 

Mid sip, I may have choked on the wine if it hadn’t been partially down my throat by the time Helena spoke again. “Beg your pardon?” I asked.

“I can see it in your aura,” she said, “It shines with silver fire—moon fire.” 

“You can see it?” 

She nodded. 

“I can smell Auras, taste them, and sometimes feel them. I can’t always see them, though. That’s some power.”

“Practice is all it takes,” Helena explained, “Practice and concentration. You will master it if you put your mind to it; such is the power you have.” 

“I keep hearing that.” 

“And it’s true. You have a touch of the Shadow on you, no doubt a trick you learned from Collette.” 

“She knows Shadow Magick?” Luther asked. “How is that even possible?” 

Collette smiled. “She has a good teacher.” 

“But no Shadow,” Luther said, eyebrow cocked.

“Ze Red Witch doesn’t need a Shadow. Her soul is like water; fluid and mutable.” 

“Do you know what happens to water if you drop ink into it?” Luther asked.

“I am aware of my responsibilities,” Collette said.

“Guys,” I said, clipping the argument before it could begin. “We’re not here to argue; we’re here for something else.” 

“Of course,” Helena said, “You’re here to learn how we have been touched by the devil’s whore.” 

The devil’s whore.  I nodded. 

“Then let’s begin,” Helena said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 23

 

 

Listening to these witches and their stories gave me a new appreciation for the things I had in my life, the things I didn’t have, and the things I took for granted. More than once I wanted to pick up my phone, call my mother, and tell her I loved her, that I missed her, and that I wanted to see her again as soon as I got back to the US. 

I didn’t see my parents as often as they would have liked, and I only had myself to blame for that. I, with my lack of too serious commitments, had no excuse. Everyone takes their parents for granted, I would tell myself, and they’re fine with not seeing me; they know I’m okay. And I was taking them for granted in thinking that, even if they probably were fine with not seeing me and knew I was okay. 

But at least I had a choice, and that was the difference between me and these girls.

Carolina, Regina, and Georgina hadn’t been given choices. Their parents had been taken from them a long time ago, and in Regina’s case her grandparents had gone too. These witches were all orphans who, by the grace of the Goddess, had in some capacity come across Linezka and come out of it intact.

But I knew better than that. I could see the hand of Fate at work, here. Could sense its fingerprints upon these witches presented to me in the fresh scent of a Northern California spring breeze; nature at its best, in its prime, at its most powerful. Linezka was unnatural; a witch who had made a deal with the devil in exchange for power well beyond her means. But she had gone outside of nature’s parameters to get that power, and now nature itself was gunning for her just like she was gunning for these witches.

What I couldn’t understand was why. Did Linezka want to be the most powerful witch on Earth, or the only witch left?

“I’m sorry for your losses,” I said, when Carolina finished her story. 

She had told me about the day her parents died, and it was like something straight out of a book or a movie. 

Her parents used to live close to the Bavarian Mountains, and travel from their little village to the main city was sometimes treacherous, especially in the height of winter. Her father, a logger, had never missed a beat, though. Always the snow chains would go on, every turn would be carefully taken. He had gotten to know the roads so well that there was never a single instant of worry on her, or her mother’s cheerful face. 

The accident came suddenly. It was like a moment out of time. First the sudden jolt, then complete silence, and then the grind of metal, the crunch of asphalt beneath the roof of the car, and the screams. On and on they would go, louder and higher, until finally the sounds were a flurry of noise and the screams, the grinding, and the crunching became a single ear-piercing shriek.

When the car stopped moving and the sounds died to a dull ringing in her ears, Carolina—eight at the time—had managed to squirm out of her seat and into the middle of the road in time to see a man emerging from the woods. He was only a dark shape to her tired, shocked eyes, but he was help. She called to him, her voice spilling out of her throat in a hoarse mumble. But he paid no attention to her. Instead he went to the car, opened the driver’s side door, and… did something. Then he went around the car, huffing and panting yet not drawing breath, and he opened the passenger side door. 

When she reached into the back of her mind she always saw him wearing a wolf’s head, its grinning muzzle full of sharp death. I’ll get you next, it said, but it spoke with its eyes, not its mouth. With that cold-hot stare of his which still chills her when she remembers it even now. He was going to kill her mother in the same way that he had killed his father—with the bloody knife in his hand. Only her mother was still alive and conscious, and when he dragged her out onto the snowy road, she threw a knife of Magick at him and wounded him badly, wounded him enough to kill him. 

And while she went on to later die of her own injuries in the hospital, Carolina survived thanks to her mother’s courage. 

Carolina was sure she was the target. Maybe they all were to some degree, but she didn’t think she would die there. A part of her always held to the belief that the man with the wolf’s head had a different plan for her; that he would take her to his lair where he kept other little girls and eat her slowly during the bitter winter which would follow. 

It wasn’t until she was older, much older, when she met Helena by chance, that the story of her past made sense. Not until then did she sense the dark witch’s involvement, but there was no doubt in her mind now that the man she had seen wasn’t a wolf at all, but one of her servants. And he was there to kill them all. 

“Why did you remember him looking like a wolf?” I asked.

“Because,” Collette said, “In the German telling of the tale of the werewolf, the devil is also involved.” 

“Werewolves carry the blood of the beast,” Carolina said, “It is said that a long time ago a man killed a wolf, skinned it, and asked the devil to give him the power to take its shape. The devil granted his prayer, but the power came with a price; under the light of the full moon, the werewolf would become hungry for the blood and flesh of humans and seek it out.”

Werewolves carry the blood of the beast.

I couldn’t believe I had almost forgotten the German telling of the story of the werewolf. Of course! Witches, vampires, and werewolves were all said to have taken their power from making deals with the devil. How much of this was Catholic scare-mongering and how much of it held any truth was up for debate; a debate that assumed the existence of werewolves, witches, and vampires. But considering we all personally knew of at least one such witch and I was dating a werewolf, it seemed as though the prophecy was fulfilling itself.

Do I need to end things with Aaron? 

“No,” Helena said, causing me to jump. 

Did she read my—

“Thoughts? Your thoughts are loud, Amber,” she said, “I apologise if I was intruding.” 

“It’s fine. I have a friend who does that too.”

“Tell me about him,” she said. 

The room fell still and silent. All eyes were on me, each of the witches present waiting to hear what I had to say. Collette, it seemed, most of all; despite her current status as a full time resident of my home. 

“What do you want me to say?” I asked.

“Tell me about your fiancée.” 

“I haven’t heard anyone call him that before.” 

“But that’s what he is, isn’t he? It is important for you to see the hand of Fate at work here, to understand its mechanisms so that you can prepare for what’s coming next.” 

“I guess you’re right. I’m sorry, I don’t know what you want me to tell you about him.” 

“I apologise. I’m not here to put you on the spot,” she said, her Spanish accent breaking through the tiniest of fractures in her impeccable speech to deliver a twang of southern European exoticness. “It’s just that I have met werewolves before, but I wanted to know how the wolf who won your heart fares in comparison.” 

“He’s… sweet,” I started to say, “And kind. He gets angry sometimes, but never at me—and he never raises his hand either.” 

“And during the full moon? Is he as in control as other werewolves?” 

“Well, I don’t really know about other werewolves, but I help to keep him under control with a little magick.” 

“How in control?” 

“How? I… guess I just help him to sleep during the night.” 

The witches shared a look among each other; a mixture of awe, concern, and disbelief. What I had just said was normal in my world, but to them it almost seemed otherworldly. At least that’s the impression I got.

“Your magick is powerful enough to disrupt the curse of the werewolf?” Helena said, though she framed it as a question.

“I guess it is. I had never thought about it that way before.” 

“Then it’s true. You are the Red Witch, the one whose power can take away what even the devil gives.”

Luther cocked an eyebrow in my direction, smiled, and said, “Isn’t that what I said only a few hours ago?” 

“Something along those lines,” I said.

Helena stood, ran her fingers through her hair, pushing it back over her head, and said, “Then we shouldn’t waste any time. Our ritual space is set up. We may begin right now if you are ready.” 

“Ready? For… her?” I asked.

Collette turned to me, took my hand, and offered her concern with a single soft smile. “I know we will never be ready for something like this,” she said, “But it iz time.” 

I nodded. She wasn’t kidding about not being ready. Hot fear had crept into my throat like bile and I wanted to throw it up and out, to rid myself of the awful sensation. But this was one feeling that wouldn’t go away; not so long as that woman drew breath. 

And it was that breath I meant to take away.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 24

 

 

It had been a long day. Collette had been blessed with enough foresight to know that we would need to be fed before going to the church so we had stopped for a bratwurst and fries before getting there. But now I was stuck with a dilemma.  Do I run to the bathroom and throw up my lunch on my own terms, or hope it doesn’t come out on its own later? 

My hands were incapable of keeping still, clenching and loosening as I walked the death-march along the corridor joining the study we had all been sitting in and the main church building. And as we crossed the barrier between corridor and church I became aware of the thin film of sweat that had developed on my neck and chest, and immediately hated the feel of it. 

But the dizzying height of the domed ceiling and the shine of gold and polished brass stole my attention away from the sweat, only to replace the sticky sensation with another one; nausea. The church seemed somehow bigger on the inside; its marble columns with gold inlays reaching high into the sky, the statues Christ, Mary, and the Angels looking impossibly tall, and candles… so very many candles. More than I had seen in my entire life. 

The cathedral’s inner lights had been shut down leaving the candles to do all the hard work lending the building a warm, orange, flickering glow, making shadows dance and stretch and claw at columns and at the faces on statues and paintings. I found myself wondering how many candle-lit masses had taken place in this beacon of gothic architecture, how many desperate men and women had come in seeking the comforting—or stifling—confines of a confessional, how many weddings, baptisms… funerals. 

It was easy to get lost in your own wonderment in a place like this; that is, if you cared for such things. I had always been fascinated by old churches and cathedrals, even if the religion didn’t appeal to me as a person. But you didn’t need to be religious or even interested in the religion to feel the weight of cosmic grandeur come crashing down on you. The idea—no, the certainty—that there was something more to life than what we could see, hear, and feel with our physical bodies. And that when we died, our souls would move on along whatever unknown and unknowable path awaited them. Cathedrals had a way of doing that to people. 

At the foot of the altar I came upon the area the witches had set up to be their ritual space. It wasn’t much different from any other ritual space I had ever seen; five candles—a brown, blue, yellow, red, and white one—were sitting, one at each point of the five point star connected by an unbroken, interwoven band of white ribbon. Each of the candles represented one of the cardinal corners and the color of their elements; brown for north and earth, yellow for east and air, south for red and fire, west for blue and water, and finally the white one which represented the spirit. 

The empty spaces between the connecting parts of the ribbon were large enough for one person to stand in, while the gap at the center of the pentacle was large enough for two or three. Each of the witches took their place at the elemental corner which suited them the most. When they were positioned, Helena called to Luther and asked him to stand in at the foot of the white candle. Since he was the conduit, he would stand in for spirit. Finally, Helena reached for my hand and walked me to the center of the pentacle with Collette following not far behind. 

The cathedral fell into companionable silence when all of the witches were standing in their designated spots. The entire building was soundproof, and nor the hiss of hard rain on stone or the whizzing of cars driving along on the main traffic vein across the road from us could reach our ears. Instead, the silence was filled with the shallow breaths of nervous witches.

“Hold hands,” Helena said.

I took Collette’s hand and squeezed it, but we were separated from the other witches whose clasped hands now formed a full circle around us. Collette nodded at me and I nodded back, and in my heart I felt… something; a kind of buzzing, like static. It wasn’t Magick, though. It was something else. I remembered looking out of my kitchen window a few weeks ago, watching the rolling grey sky as a storm front approached Raven’s Glen, and feeling the sudden change in pressure. My ears popped as I watched and I knew something was about to happen, but not what.

“Dark Mother,” Helena started to say, “Hear us.” 

The witches around us said “Hear us.”

“We call on you tonight as humble servants, as instruments of your divine will. Bless us with your light, oh Dark Mother, that we may use it to guide our path through the darkness. Hear us.” 

Again the witches around the pentacle repeated the words “Hear us,” and their voices, combined with Helena’s, created a cacophony of sound that came back to us threefold, bouncing off the high church walls and off its domed ceiling in a headlong plunge before bouncing back up again upon touching the marble floor, a process which repeated until the sound died off in a distant echo. 

When all was quiet again, Helena said “Luther, unlock your aura to us. It is the only link we have to her, and the only way we will be able to bridge the gap between us.” 

Luther nodded, closed his eyes, and concentrated. I couldn’t see his aura like Helena could but I could taste it; bitter and dry, like licking a thick, old page in a dusty book. Not that I had ever done that, but I trusted in my mind’s interpretation of things most of the time and I wasn’t about to stop now.

That’s when things started to happen.

First was the hum. It was like the soft, dull sound that comes out of a power transformer. I had walked by the one on the street, just outside of my house, enough times to know what it sounded like. On those truly quiet Saturday mornings, when the whole town was asleep, you could sometimes hear it from my bedroom window, humming silently away, its internal mechanisms working hard to ensure every waking resident of my neighborhood had electricity to drink their morning coffee with.

Then there came the steadily growing vibration. This started shortly after Helena and her witches began to pray to the Dark Mother in their own languages and under their own breaths. I had never seen a ritual done like that before. Typically everyone spoke in the same language, most times in unison, other times in a row-your-boat style. But the energy they were generating was immense, and I was starting to feel the buzz in my toes first, and then in my shins and calves. Moments later and the vibrations were tickling my more sensitive areas; like a current rising along the inside of my thighs, climbing up between my legs, into my belly, my chest, my breasts, and my nipples. 

A soft sigh escaped my mouth, and I had to bite down on my lip to stifle anymore rogue moans which may have wanted to make an egress. The feeling made me think of Aaron in that last moment before reality met fantasy, and I realized that I missed him very much, and that I would have liked to see him again before… before doing this. To answer his question, one way or the other. 

But I didn’t get my wish.

Right before my eyes reality cracked open with a mighty rip. The fissure was only an arm’s length, but it was silver and bright and I raised my free hand up to protect my eyes from the light, but I didn’t have to. The brightness didn’t burn my eyes, just like the flickering flames licking outward from the crack didn’t sear my skin. And then I recognized the flames for what they were. 

Moon Fire.

I turned my eyes up to Collette, whose face was now awash with the light of the Goddess, and nodded at her. Then I reached for the crack with my hand, let the soft, cold fire kiss my skin, and bid the fissure to stretch with the power of my mind. And it did. The seam stretched and ripped further, silver fire spilling out from within, until the tear was about half as long as my whole body. 

Without hesitation, I tucked my knee into my chest and pushed my foot into the crack of light. My body followed a second later. And then there was light. It was like those scenes from Star Wars where the starships enter hyperspace and reality stretches around them and turns bright white.

Stepping through that rip brought on a similar sensation. Though I found myself standing still, I got the feeling that I was in motion. Always moving. Moving forward. To where? Well, that was anyone’s guess. Although I knew to whom I was moving toward. I was going toward her, speeding across space in a tunnel of ethereal silver flames dancing all around me. Sparkling. Glittering. Shimmering. Mesmerizing. The little silver flecks burrowed into my hair and flew out of it again, hair that now looked fire red as it drank in the brightness around it. Impossibly, a soft wind seemed to tug at the strands, pulling it out of my face and backwards as if the tunnel was possessed of its own internal draft.

But there was nothing strange about the breeze at all. It was a draft; a draft caused by air flowing from one point—the church—to the other. The other point. I could see it now, a dark spot in a tunnel of silver light. The only other place any wind could go to, or come from. The only other place I could go to. Turning back wasn’t an option. Not now. Not while I was in transit. I didn’t know this on a conscious level; I just knew it in the same way one knows that once an elevator is told to go down or up, you can’t make it change direction until it’s done what it was supposed to do.

My only hope now, as I closed in on the black spot—or it came to me—, was that the person on the other side of it couldn’t see the light punching a hole in the fabric of reality. It was a dumb hope, sure. Because at the root of my nervousness, the catalyst of my almost need to throw up, was that Linezka knew what we were about to do and that she would be waiting for us, ready to strike just as soon as we crossed through the portal. 

That we were walking into a trap. 

But then I blinked, and the light was gone. The air was cold and dry and tasted conditioned. At the edge of my senses I could smell perfume; that kind of sweet, almost sickeningly sweet, aroma synonymous with youth. But there was also the heady scent of freshly snuffed candles and that, combined with the silence, was what made my flesh prickle all over. 

When my eyesight returned—should’ve kept my eyes closed in that tunnel after all—, barely an instant after stepping through to what I believed was the other side of the portal, I could see shapes starting to form around me. A long, curved couch. A bar. Stools. A long table. And at the far end of the room I was in, a wall-window looking out over the Berlin skyline, the TV clearly visible against the stark night sky. Only, at second glance, it wasn’t the TV tower at all; it was the Space Needle.

I’m… in… Seattle? There I was expecting a castle or a dungeon.

There was something else to see here while the sands of time moved at a snail’s pace. It was a flicker of light I had at first glance believed to be a distant fork of lightning that drew my eye. But it was the sudden realization that the light wasn’t actually outside of the wall-to-wall curved window of this penthouse apartment, but rather inside the suite that stole my attention.

Then the lightning came in a mighty flash that lit up the sky and the room, and that’s when I saw the thing that chilled me. The thing that poked at the base of my spine like a finger of ice, and then stepped along its length disk by disk until finally the cold arrived at my neck and caused me to stiffen.  A great big pentacle was lying on the polished mahogany floor. This one had a black candle at each of its five points, and a blood-red ribbon in favor of a white one. A flicker of green crackled a few feet above the center of the pentacle. A portal… and it was closing.

Hot fear leaped up into my throat and I dashed across the room, hurdling over the couch, running, sprinting toward the trickle of light which looked more now like a snake’s tongue, flicking and tasting the air around it. And I plunged my hand into fissure to grab the snake’s tongue and not let it go, but I was too slow. 

“Amber?” Collette’s voice startled me. 

I spun around, eyes wide and at the height of terror, the ball of hot bile still in my throat. “We’ve left them. We’ve left them alone!” 

Collette drew in a deep breath. 

“The fissure!” I yelled. I could still see it, my way back, the elevator waiting for me to tell it to go down, glowing and shining against the stark black background of the dark, empty penthouse suite. Collette turned, and by the time she did I was already beyond her, already running down the Moon Fire corridor, but no matter how hard my legs pushed the distance didn’t seem to close any faster. 

It had been a trap. Oh Gods, it had been a trap! Only it wasn’t the trap I had thought it would be. She knew we would be coming, somehow—maybe she had seen the future, or maybe the devil himself told her we would be coming—and all the while she had been concocting a plan of her own. And while I was taking my white light elevator ride to her, she was passing silently next to us like a thief in the night. She had timed it perfectly, down to the God-damned second, but she had made a crucial mistake. 

I had been nervous before and my nerves may have impaired my ability to think, giving her an edge. Now I was pissed, and the anger had dissolved the nerves like an aspirin in water. 

The distant dark speck in the tunnel appeared before me again, a black pinprick steadily growing in size until it was a hole as big as a baseball, as big as a basketball… three, two, one.

I blinked.

This time there was no moment of disorientation. The clash of Magick, the smell of candle smoke, and the sounds of battle came all at once, like a solid wall of sensory input. I blinked again and found myself standing before a crucifix with an image of Christ, with his bleeding wounds, looking down on me. 

I threw myself to the ground just as a swift, sharp object came swinging around in a wide ark, cutting across the space where my head had been a second ago. Hitting the ground on the palms of my hands, I craned my neck and took a swipe at the figure standing behind me, hooking the heel of my right foot into the back of his calf and sending him to his knees. He was a man wearing a hooded jacket, and his chilly, pallid gaze and heatless breathing reminded me all too much of one of the men I had encountered last year at home.

My heart was thundering in my head, beating with rabid ferocity, but the instincts had taken over. My attacker hadn’t dropped his knife when he hit the ground, but when I grabbed it with my mind he could do little to stop it from flying out of his hand and across the church. Then, from my position with my hands and knees on the floor, I pushed a jolt of telekinetic energy into my foot and drove it into the man’s chest. A direct hit—thump!—sent him sprawling to the ground at the foot of the altar as if he’d just been hit with a wrecking ball.

Around the area where the hooded man had landed, the space where the ritual pentacle had originally been set up—which was now no more than a mess of ribbon and turned over candles—, all hell had broken loose. 

Luther, his hands wreathed in shadow, one of them clutching a blade of pure darkness, was fighting against one of the many hooded men in the Cathedral. To the right, two of the witches—Carolina and Regina—were chanting, holding hands, and causing another hooded man to levitate off the ground, helpless. But there were more hooded men than I could count, rushing around, circling the witches trying to fight them off. And fires had started; pews were burning, candles were melting, and smoke was starting to rise into the basilica.

I made a dash into the thick of it, whipping telekinetic Magick around as if I were holding onto two long, dangerous whips. I struck one hooded man in the back and sent him face first into a marble column. Another turned around to look at me, but my second whip came down on him hard and fast, striking him across the face and turning him into a human spinning top for an instant before he dropped. 

I moved down the center aisle, striding fast and hard, to scan the church for signs of the others, but then a wave of hooded men came scrambling across the rows of pews on either side of me to converge in the middle until I was faced with a wall of advancing men. The Power was buzzing inside my chest, ready to strike, but there were too many of them. There were just too damn many of them! 

One of them lunged forward and made a swipe for my face. I arched my back to avoid the blow and then threw the full force of my Power into his chest. The strike hit him with a bone-crunching thud that sent him sprawling into the group of men behind him like a bowling ball into a set of pins. I thought they were about to turn and run after seeing what I had just done to their comrade, but they held their ground… and then they started to slink back into the rows of pews. 

At first I didn’t understand why, but when I saw the woman walking down the long aisle between them, I knew. I had never thought to visualize Linezka before, but I always had a feeling that I would know who she was. And when I saw this woman, I knew… it was her.

From a distance she looked no different to any other woman I had ever met. She was young, her hair was dark as night, she had elfin features, a thin waist and an ample bosom. There was beauty to her, yes. And youth. But there was something inherently wrong about her. When you looked at her closely you saw how abnormally grey her skin was—like the color of ash—, and you could also see how her black eyes looked like deep, deep holes; bottomless pits from which you might never get out of if you fell into them.

Something sucked the air out of my ears with a popping sound that left them ringing. The church suddenly fell eerily silent, though the free-for-all continued to rage all around. In that moment of first contact it was as if we were the only two people in the entire church, as if the chaos had paused and parted to allow us this moment. 

Behind me, the flickering rip in the fabric of reality—the portal I had stepped through—persisted, flashes of light and licks of silver flame bursting out of it in strobes, but still; no Collette.

Linezka’s right hand came up slowly, hand clenched into a fist. Then it opened, and I saw the pentacle carved into her palm. The flesh was red and raw, like an open wound, the skin around the edges of the carving pink and sore. But there was something else in that pentacle; a patch of misshapen flesh at the center of it that seemed to be completely out of place.

Then the patch of flesh squirmed, an eye opened, blinked, and the Magick that came out of it hit me like a sledgehammer. The blast didn’t send me spiraling across the church; it seemed to come down on me at an angle with force enough to make me stagger several feet and then collapse onto my back. And then the cultists started to come.

I sent my Magick whips of telekinetic Power out in a wide arc around me, catching one of the men in the shoulder hard enough to knock him down. But there were too many of them. One man grabbed my arm, another grabbed my foot. I squirmed and kicked, but soon enough they had overpowered me and were carrying me down the aisle, toward the altar. 

They slammed me onto it and pinned me down, and before I could make any more Magick come out of me, Linezka was there, with her hands on my shoulders. The sick Magick flowing into me from contact with the palms of her hands caused my body to tense and stiffen to the point of paralysis. A terrified sweat broke out all over my forehead, and the hot panic pinched my throat. 

Linezka climbed on top of me, knees to either side of my paralyzed body, and produced a knife from the small of her back. 

“I had no idea the Red Witch would make this so easy for me,” she said, in a seductive, smooth voice. “It’s so very anticlimactic isn’t it?” 

This is it, I thought as my heart hammered thumping beats into my head. I could almost see the knife coming down hard on my chest, piercing my ribcage and finding my heart. Death probably wouldn’t come instantly; it would ebb out of me slowly as the lack of oxygen to the brain brought on by the sudden stopping of my heart took my life away inch by inch. I would be able to see her smile, or laugh, or do whatever she wanted to do before the curtain fell. 

But that wasn’t what she wanted. 

Linezka pulled the knife up to her lips, stuck her tongue out, and dug it into the soft tissue. There was a terrible squishing sound, and then blood came down trickling in warm droplets, falling over my paralyzed forehead, cheeks, and nose. I wanted to squirm, to scream, to kick and thrash and not let the blood get anywhere near my mouth, but I couldn’t move, could barely think, and my Magick wasn’t coming. 

But then Linezka’s head spun around, hard and fast. She scowled, and that’s when I saw the tendrils of inky blackness spreading through the air as if through water. One coil of darkness lashed out at the first body it could find and wrapped itself around him; and when I traced the writhing thing to its source, I saw Collette. 

She had barely crossed the threshold and her Necromantic Magick was already spilling out of her like an inky black beast. I watched her pale skin peel away revealing only thick shadow, blacker than black, until all that was left of Collette was a dark shape vaguely retaining the figure of a woman, with pale blue orbs for eyes; orbs that shone with the cold light of dead stars.

Another black tendril shot out of Collette’s shadow form and went darting across the church, then another, and another, her power spreading like ink in water and finding its mark upon the hooded men assailing the witches in the Berlin Cathedral. 

My eyes went to Linezka, who was watching on with amusement; that wolf’s grin still plastered on her face.

“Look at you, all grown up,” Linezka said. She craned her neck to look at me. “Now that she’s busied my men, how about you and I see if the prophecy really is true?” 

“Why don’t you let me go and we find out?” I asked. I can speak? I didn’t question it.

Linezka hovered off me and landed about ten feet away, at the foot of the altar. Around her, the fire was spreading and raging. Time was running out.

I straightened my back, righted my body to face her, clenched my hands into tight balls, and let my Power fill me with warmth. I thought of Aaron, of Damien and Frank, thought of Collette and all the witches that were depending on me. The pressure came down hard, like an iron weight descending upon a wooden plank balancing between two stones. But I couldn’t crack. Not now. 

Linezka came at me fast, her body shimmering like a mirage under a hot sun. Her knife sliced through the air in front of me, and I pulled away from it, letting instinct take over and guide my movements. Again, the knife came down, and again, and again, and each time it cut through empty space or strands of my copper hair. 

Then, when I felt the moment was right, I dug my foot into the ground, pulled as much of my Power into my right hand as I could, and hit her with a ball of invisible energy that sent her slamming into a marble column. Her back hit the marble first, then her head, and the column cracked with the force of the impact. 

I could only hear my heart now—Wh-whack!-Wh-whack!-Wh-whack!—and the steady hiss of air being pushed out of my nostrils with every heave of my chest. 

Linezka blinked, and then peeled herself off the column. Behind her head, where the impact had cracked the marble, was a trickle of blood. She felt the back of her head with her hand, smiled, and brought her eyes to bear on me. I felt like a deer in a hunter’s scope; fully aware of the danger about to hit, but frozen and unable to react to it. 

“Not bad, Amber Lee,” she said, “Maybe I won’t kill you yet. I haven’t been tested in years, and you may prove to be a good distraction. At the very least, you’ll be a conversation starter.” 

“Fuck you,” I said through gritted teeth. “You’ve tried to have me killed before and failed, and you’re failing again now. You can’t win. I have Fate on my side.” 

“Fate?” she said, laughing like I had just told a hilarious joke. “My dear, Fate isn’t a hand one should fear to bite; it’s a string, and strings can be cut.” 

She came at me with the knife again, her mouth opening wide—wider than any mouth should—her lips peeling back to reveal wickedly sharp teeth. I moved to the left, twirling out of the way of her first blow, then the second. My movements were fluid, guided by an instinct I hadn’t possessed until I came here, to this place. Never in my life had I moved so quickly and gracefully, never had my calves and thighs been so strong and nimble, but being nimble wasn’t enough. Linezka was tireless, and I wasn’t. 

The bite of the blade was like being cut with a knife of ice… cold and numb until hot blood came spilling out of the wound. Pain came after; pain like I had never before felt. I had been stabbed in the past, but this wasn’t the same. It was like the blade wanted to make me feel pain, like the blade was somehow capable of wanting. A scream fell out of me and filled the church, echoing into the darkest corners and most carefully hidden rooms. A stain was appearing on my thigh, growing and growing around the straight-line wound Linezka’s knife had opened on my skin. 

Blackness was coming now. I could see it riding piggyback on the pulses of pain shooting out from my leg and searching for every single nerve in my body. But I couldn’t let her win. If she won, everyone here would die. And yet I couldn’t move. Couldn’t think. Couldn’t do anything but press my hands down on the gash in my leg and react. Feel. Scream. Cry. 

“See?” Linezka’s voice came as sharp as a razor. “Everything can be cut down; even the Red Witch.”  

Get up.

A whisper, this time. Was it instinct, or something else? I wasn’t sure anymore. I blinked. Around me the church had fallen still. Collette’s powerful Necromancy had the hooded men under control, and Luther was circling around with his shadow blade still clutched tightly in his hand. But I couldn’t see Carolina or Regina anymore, and that worried me. But the worry distracted my mind from the pain and I was able to rise to my feet, one leg shaking.

Linezka cocked her head to the side, spied Luther, waved at him, and then she turned to me again. Her wide-set eyes blinked across, like a lizard’s eyes, I thought, and then, Moon Fire.

The first thought was mine, but the second thought was… also mine. Yes, I was sure that it was this… instinct I now had. Or maybe I had always had it and just not known about it until now. There was little time to think, and my leg was bleeding and throbbing. I wiped blood off my face with the back of my hand. 

“Magick may be able to cut the string of Fate,” I said, “But the sword of Magick cuts both ways… witch.” 

A grin spread across her face as if she had just been issued a challenge she was only too happy to accept. But when she saw the silvery light burst out from the palms of my hands her brow furrowed, then her face twisted into a grimace, then finally it morphed into an angry scowl. She came at me again and brought the knife down in an arc over my head. My bare hand came up, palm to the sky, and when the knife impacted my skin, the metal snapped and shattered. 

Linezka swallowed, froze, and I reached for her face with my other hand which was now ablaze with Holy, silvery light; the light of the Goddess. The Moon Fire. And her skin sizzled, blackened, and crackled at my touch. Burning. Then she thrust her hands out toward me and cupped my cheeks with her palms. A ripping, sick pain shot through me as dark Magick came pouring out of her hands.  I could feel the eye, that devil’s eye, blinking against my face, wriggling, writhing, and in a moment of unguided panic, I grabbed a fistful of Linezka’s hair and pulled hard. 

A shock wave exploded between us sending me hurtling in one direction and her in the other. Dazed, I struggled to turn around, onto my back to see where she was, but she was gone and so were her men. 

My body was trembling now, and the blackness I had been fighting so hard to keep at bay came crashing down on me in waves. I thought I could hear voices, maybe Luther looking for Carolina, Helena and the others. Or maybe it was Collette, yelling to me from across the way, looking for my battered and hurt body in the mess of shattered pews and splintered wood. But I couldn’t quite make out what anyone was saying and soon enough their voices all seemed to blend into each other. All I could think of as I laid on the ground on my side, with my hot cheek against the cold stone floor, was that I had a bit of her hair in my hand. 

And that we had just damaged a beautiful old building.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 25

 

 

Aaron Cooper couldn’t often keep up with the conversations which often took place between the witches in his house. It wasn’t that things went over Aaron’s head or that he couldn’t understand the concepts, but they just spoke so God-damned quickly sometimes working on the assumption everyone understood exactly what they were talking about, it was hard for him to keep up. And he didn’t like falling behind. 

In the pack it was the Omega that fell behind; and Aaron wasn’t the Omega—of course he wasn’t—but he was starting to feel like it. 

They had set out into the woods behind the house about fifteen minutes ago, walking at a steady pace. The sky was lead above them and the woods were dark and smelled like wet earth. Each leaf, each branch, seemed to be dripping with autumn moisture, every droplet of water further cooling the breeze nibbling at their faces. Goodbye summer, Aaron thought. 

Frank was trailing behind. Damien was only a few steps ahead of him, hands in pockets, seemingly lost in thought. Aaron took a few long strides and walked up next to him.

“You okay?” he asked.

“Hm?” Damien turned his head slightly. 

“Are you okay? You don’t look so good.”

“It’s nothing,” Damien said, but he was lying. His body gave him away; avoidance lived in the way his eyes shifted away from Aaron’s, in the way he licked his lips, and in the sheen of sweat on his forehead. 

“Now isn’t the time to be keeping shit from me,” Aaron said, “You guys keep things to yourselves all the time, and on any other day that’d be okay, but I need you at your best right now so if you’ve got something bottled up in there you go ahead and spit it out, understand?”

Damien’s Adam’s apple worked up and down, hesitant, uncomfortable. “It’s… this whole thing. What Frank said about the Dark Fire, it’s all just bringing up some uncomfortable memories.”

“What kind of memories?” 

“That’s right… I’ve never told you.” 

“Told me what?” 

“When I was a kid I lived in this… compound. It was like a prison, only my jailors were my parents, and they were—” 

“I know what a compound is.” 

He remembered hearing about one a few years ago; somewhere up in Utah a polygamous compound, where men married more than one woman, had been infiltrated by… Feds? He couldn’t remember. Anyway, they all lived separate from the rest of their community, choosing to voluntarily cage themselves away from a world that didn’t accept their prohibited practices. Interbreeding and inbreeding and in… marrying… until the authorities came and shut the place down. It was a huge thing. 

Damien nodded. “Anyway, this was a witch compound. Witches married other witches, practiced their magick freely, and didn’t often communicate with the outside world. They would only go out whenever they wanted to play games with the locals.” 

“Play games? What kind of games?” 

“I don’t know if you want to hear about them. These witches did some real terrible things to the humans around them, let’s just put it like that.” 

Aaron nodded, agreeing silently that he probably didn’t want to know. The details would probably go over his head anyway. “So, what exactly got you thinking about them?” he asked.

“When Frank… when he said about the Dark Fire. I wasn’t expecting to hear that word ever again. It took me by surprise.”

“Dark Fire,” Aaron echoed, “I don’t think I need to ask you to tell me what the Dark Fire is, do I?” 

Damien shook his head. “It’s… not quite a ‘thing’, not quite an ‘it’, and not quite a ‘fire’ either. It’s all three of those things. Alive and not, intelligent and not, there and not. It burns you on the outside when it touches you, but also burns you on the inside. So even if you manage to survive the physical wounds, your mind stays damaged.”

“Shit. That sounds fucked up.” 

“That’s not the fucked up part,” he said. “The fucked up part is that of all the witches I have ever heard about, of all the stories in books I’ve ever read, I’ve only rarely come across the Dark Fire...” 

“The witches in your compound.” 

Damien nodded. 

Silence fell between them like a wedge. They watched the hot air blow out of their mouths in small puffs as they walked quietly onwards. A squirrel crossed their paths and hurried up a tree and, distantly, the flutter of bird wings reached their ears. 

“Damien,” Aaron said, “I want to know what’s going on in your head. Seems to me like you’ve pieced something together and I need you to tell me what it is. Do you think you can do that?” 

Damien’s lips pressed into a thin line. For a second Aaron thought he wasn’t going to answer, but he nodded. “My family—my extended family—they burned witches at the stake with Dark Fire.” 

“Christ,” Aaron said. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and then licked his lips. 

“Men, women, children, they would all burn. And they’d make us watch.”

Aaron put a hesitant hand on Damien’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, man.” 

Damien looked at him now. “But there’s more than that… the High Magus, the one who decided who would burn and who wouldn’t, he and his inner circle, his coven… they worshipped a dark mistress.” 

Aaron’s heartrate began to quicken. His entire body seemed to be warming up as if he were in the grips of a rising fever. It didn’t take an academic to figure out where Damien’s head was at right now.  

“You don’t think…” Aaron started to say, “I mean, what are the odds that—” 

“I don’t know,” Damien said, “I hadn’t considered it until now, but it makes sense doesn’t it?” 

“Nothing about this makes sense to me.” 

“Maybe I’m just making something out of nothing. But maybe I’m not. Maybe my family is involved somehow; maybe that’s why they killed Lily and Joanna, why they tracked them down even long after we fled the compound. Because she told them to.” 

“Damien, that’s a pretty big ball and chain to be holding onto. Why haven’t you said any of this sooner?” 

“I… don’t know. Guess I’m just not good at talking about stuff.” 

Aaron craned his neck over his shoulder. Frank was within earshot and probably running things through in his head too. His face was grave; stone cold and pensive. Yep, that’s his thinking face, Aaron thought. 

“Maybe you’re right,” Aaron said, “But that just means we have more knowledge to defend ourselves with, right? Isn’t that what you guys are always saying? Knowledge is power?” 

“Not in this case,” Frank put in.

“You aren’t helping.” 

“I’m not meant to help. I’m here to make sure our thoughts are on the right track. Now if Damien here thinks his family is somehow in league with that crazy bitch, then we have to consider it. This woman’s influence is widespread, that much we know, so the fact of their potential involvement isn’t impossibility; not by a long shot.” 

“I really don’t want that to be true,” Damien said. He took his hands out of his pockets and ran them through his hair. “If they’re involved, then I could be involved too. I could be a part of this.” 

“Don’t say that,” Aaron said.

“You don’t understand.” The convoy stopped. Damien took a couple of long strides until he was in front of Aaron and Frank, and looking at both. His breath was coming out hot and heavy now. “Lily came here, of all places. Here, to where Amber lived. Then she died, and so did her girlfriend. Both witches. Then I show up and the Sheriff tries to kill Amber too but Amber gets him first. So far so good, right? Only I stick around in Raven’s Glen, meaning that if I’m being spied on, then I’m a conduit to Amber and the way this bitch can get her demon here without raising an alarm. What if they can manipulate me somehow? What if they can use me to get to Amber? I have their blood running through my veins. ” 

Aaron felt the warmth of anger fill his throat and then travel to his cheeks. He clenched his jaw tightly, grinding his teeth. “Enough,” he finally said, his voice ripping through the woods. He marched up to Damien, placed both hands on his shoulders this time, and said “You’re a good guy, Damien. Like us. You might be right about your family’s involvement, but that doesn’t mean shit for you. Understand?” 

His face was pale, his remarkable hazel eyes now cold and dull.

“You aren’t your family. You’re Damien Colt. Amber’s brother in magick. You’re one of us, and no matter what’s happened in the past, we’ve got your back.” 

Damien nodded now. He took a deep breath in, held it, and then let it go. By the time the air left Damien’s lungs Frank had joined them.

“He’s right,” Frank said, “You’re one of us.” 

“Thanks,” Damien said, “I’m sorry. I’m just not good at letting things out.” 

“Maybe you should learn to start,” Frank said, “You think I became this tornado of raging self-confidence by keeping shit locked up?” 

“You’re right.” 

Aaron nodded, patted Damien on the shoulders, turned him around, and shoved him to keep walking. The silence returned, but it was a comfortable silence. With the weight lifted off Damien’s shoulders everyone else was able to step into the woods a little more lightly, and Aaron was able to remind himself that he was the Alpha here after all. Because a good Alpha doesn’t just bark and growl at his pack-mates, he also nurtures them. He wants them to be okay.

“Here,” Damien said finally as they arrived into a clearing.

The ground was covered in a blanket of wet, brown leaves. The air here was ripe with the smell of the earth and everything in it, from the worms to the seedlings, to the animal crap. Somewhere in the trees, a Raven was cawing. 

Aaron dipped his shoulder and let the bag he had slung over his back fall to the ground, but he caught it on his foot before it hit the wet leaves. He couldn’t remember if it was waterproof, but then he figured it probably was and let it slip off his foot and finish its journey to the bed of leaves. 

“Anything special about this place?” Aaron asked. 

Damien took a deep breath of crisp, cool, autumn air, exhaled, and said “They’ll come here. It’s hard to make them appear anywhere else, but they seem to like the woods.” 
“The Whispers?” 

He nodded, reached for the pack at Aaron’s feet, and began to produce a set of candles, a lighter, and an empty bowl. 

“Those candles won’t catch,” Frank said. A cigarette was poking lazily out of the corner of his mouth. He had been trying to light it, but had so far only succeeded in sending the clicking sound his lighter was making into the woods.

“Don’t,” Aaron said, “Not here.” 

“Relax, I’m sure the birds won’t mind.” 

“I will.” 

The full weight of Aaron’s hot werewolf stare came down on Frank like a bag of bricks. Frank took the cigarette from his mouth and stuffed it back into the packet. 

“I’m not doing it because you told me to,” he said after a moment.

Damien looked up from the ground and cocked an eyebrow.

“I’m not!” Frank repeated. “I just happen to like a man with a firm hand.” 

Aaron’s lips curled into a smile. He didn’t much mind Frank’s brand of wit any more. In fact, he thought his younger self may have benefited from a friend like Frank. Someone to set him straight, ironically. Then the wind picked up and ruffled the tips of his blond hair, and on the back of it he smelt… smelt… 

“Aaron, help me with this please,” Damien said from the floor.

When Aaron squatted Damien handed him the lighter. “Put it away,” he said, “I won’t need it. But make a cup around the candle and keep the wind out.”

Aaron followed instructions, but he looked around himself while doing so almost as if to make sure no one was watching, the extra agenda being to try and catch that scent he had almost caught, but the fucking dampness was making it difficult. 

There was something conspiratorial about the way both men were crouched around the candle. From above it probably looked like they were a couple of overgrown kids getting ready to light a fire-cracker or a bottle-rocket without permission. One they had stolen from their father’s garage and brought out into the woods so that they could watch it go up privately, and then scatter before anyone could reach them.

“What are you going to do?” Aaron asked.

“A trick Amber taught me a while back,” Damien said, and he started to close the gap between the candle and his mouth like it was a birthday candle and he was about to blow it out. And he was about to blow on it, but what he wanted was the opposite effect. 

Aaron felt a tickle at the base of his neck that travelled down the length of his spine and made him shudder and shake in an instant. Then Damien blew on the wick, and the candle lit up as if by magic. Only it wasn’t as if by magic. It was magic. And no matter how small the effect may have been, Aaron was left with a feeling of wonderment in his chest. 

His younger self called to him from across the gulf of time and memory, waving and smiling, excited. He had always enjoyed watching Marvin the Magnificent’ s Magical Hour on the TV when he was a kid. The way he would carve his assistant in two, open his jacket and set a whole flock of doves loose, or make fire shoot out of the palm of his hand would light up Aaron’s chubby little cheeks.

He remembered the show now and smiled. 

Then he realized; they’ve all got family problems too. And that was comforting.

“Well look at that,” Frank said, “If you ever get tired of graphic design you can always book gigs at children’s parties.” 

“I’d rather appear at a children’s party than a circus,” Damien said, grinning.

“Can we get back to it?” Aaron asked. He could feel the nerve at the curve of his skull, just above his right eye, starting to twitch. 

“Yeah, sorry,” Damien said, “I’ll light the other ones. Let me know if this one goes out. This is the important one.” 

Frank helped Damien with another candle, and then Damien managed the remaining three all on his own. The wind had died down now and the flames were holding, although Aaron didn’t know how long that would be for. He could sense the change in the air pressure—a sure sign of a coming storm—and… God-dammit, now where the fuck is that smell? 

“We’re ready,” Damien said. 

Aaron turned, walked around the circle—which had been cast wide, he saw—, and said “Should I stand here?” 

“Anywhere you want, baby,” Frank said, taking up position opposite from him. 

Damien stood at the head of the circle; close to the candle he had told Aaron was important. It was a dull white candle, just like all the others, although maybe it wasn’t as worn out. Could have been that’s what he meant. Damien had placed the bowl in the center of the circle of candles, but it was empty.

“What I’m going to do,” Damien started to say, “Is try to summon the Whispers.” 

“Alright,” Aaron said, “I’ve gotta ask, because I know you didn’t just mean what I think you meant.” 

“Frank?” 

Frank sighed. “I don’t know why I have to explain it. Whispers and I don’t exactly get along and you’re the one doing the summoning.”

“Just tell him while I get ready.”  

“A Whisper,” Frank said, in his Professor voice, “Is a dead witch; or, rather, the soul of a dead witch. A Whisper is what a really awesome witch will become when he or she dies; a witch that has done great things in life or has died selflessly. It’s said that they live with the spirit of the Goddess, and that they carry a part of her Holy light with them wherever they go.” 

“Holy… that’s why Damien thinks they’ll help? Because holy trumps unholy?” 

“I don’t know if they will,” Frank said, “I’ve seen him call them before and watched them do diddly against the hooded men out in the woods last time, but maybe that was a fluke.” 

“So you’re saying this might not work?” 

“I’m saying that I wouldn’t try it because I wouldn’t be able to make it work at all. Hell, I may just burst into flames. But Damien could pull it off.”  

Aaron nodded. “Alright, let’s try and make contact with Amber.” 

All eyes fell to Damien, now. His concentration was total; his eyes were closed, his breathing was soft, and his hands fell limply at his side. For a second Aaron thought Damien’s head was going to flop forward like those people Marvin the Magnificent would put into a trance—or flop backward like a person possessed by a demon. But he did neither. Instead, he started to speak.

“To bind the spell well every time, let the spell be said in rhyme. Moon Goddess from on high, I send my plea into your sky; I ask you guide me to my goal, and pour your light into this bowl. For a demon stalks tonight, spreading foul and awful blight; oh gracious Goddess, we ask of you, listen to our desperate plight.”

Damien paused, repeated the incantation once more, and then again. Aaron kept his eyes shut and waited, but when the hairs on the back of his neck and forearms begun to rise, he couldn’t keep his curiosity contained. He opened his eyes expecting to see the same dim clearing they had been standing in, and it was the same forest, but there was nothing dim about it. 

Shimmering, silver light was licking the leaves, trees, and branches. Damien and Frank were casting long, unquiet shadows that seemed to stretch way into the tree-line around them. And in the center of the circle, in the bowl Damien had placed on the floor, something was happening. Little motes of light were falling into it from above like tiny, brilliant snowflakes all following the same flight-plan. 

Aaron watched, his Adam’s apple working hard to swallow, as the balls of light touched the bowl and then came back up again like bouncing balls being dropped on the surface of the moon. Aaron’s breathing became lighter, and the pressure he had been feeling on his chest all day—feeling it more intensely in the woods—began to disappear. 

Even Frank seemed awestruck, his eyes wide, his naturally pale face looking ghost-white against the glow from the hundreds and hundreds of little bouncing balls of light.

They seemed to gravitate towards Damien, Aaron saw, some of them—or maybe all of them—able to take flight, hover, levitate, and generally move like hummingbirds. A small cluster of them floated over to Aaron, some landing on his shoulder, others on the top of his head. Their light was cold, and even though he was wearing a shirt and a jacket, the cold seemed to pierce whatever fabric they touched and search for a spot of skin to cool even further.

“Amber,” Damien said, in a low voice that was barely a whisper. He was talking to a group of orbs hovering just in front of his face. “We want to talk to Amber, but something is blocking us.” 

The orbs pulsed with silver light, rearranged themselves, and then pulsed again. Damien nodded. If these were the spirits of dead witches… then how was he able to talk to them? Wasn’t Collette the weird one who could see ghosts? But maybe they weren’t really ghosts. Thinking about it hurt Aaron’s head, so he decided to bench the thoughts and the questions for later. 

“Can you break through?” Damien asked. The cluster of orbs throbbed again, the light growing in intensity and then shrinking, and Damien nodded in response. “Please try.” 

Aaron glanced over his shoulder. Behind him, his shadow fell away into the darkness made almost more total by the brilliant light emanating from the center of the circle. In it, he thought he saw… something—someone?—but then the flecks of light on his shoulder took off, took flight, and began to circle around the ring, each sliver pulsating with its own brightness to create a kind of strobing effect that made Aaron shield his eyes.

The silver fireflies picked up their speed, rushing now around the circle at breakneck speed. Aaron felt a kind of lightness come down on him, as if he had just let go of a backpack full of bricks. Then Frank’s voice, high and shrill, cut through the feeling and snapped it in two.

“There!” he said, “In the woods!” 

Damien turned his neck and saw it. Aaron saw it too. There was someone else in the woods alright, a dark figure skulking between the trees. Some of the lights had broken off from the main body still spinning around the circle and gone for the dark shape in the woods. It tried to bat them away, making a hiss like a droplet of water on the hood of a car that had been left in the sun. But while its shape may have been human, its movements weren’t. 

Aaron turned around, his body taut as a guitar string, and watched as the dark figure’s arms jerked inhumanly—turning at impossible angles, moving like a blur—to bat the balls of light away as if they were mosquitoes. It let out a shriek but it wasn’t a sound Aaron could hear with his ears, it was one that clawed at the back of his mind like the sound of Freddy Krueger’s nails dragging along a metal pipe. The assaulting sensation made him grimace and wrap his hands around his temples but the screech died away in an instant, and when Aaron looked up again the figure was gone too.

Only the lights remained now, hovering slowly back into formation, past him, over his shoulders, drifting in the space between his arms and legs, and through his hair like water. He even heard one of them as it went past his ear. It made a soothing humming sound, not at all like the buzzing of an insect, but more like a high, held piano note trailing off as the tiny thing went out of earshot. 

He spun around again to follow this orb and watched it congregate with the others which were floating toward the center of the circle. They were combining, locking together to form a shape of shimmering silver light. And as they worked, Aaron could see exactly what shape they were taking. Somehow, as ridiculous as the idea of it was, the lights were combining to create Amber’s likeness.

Her already pale skin shimmered with the light of a hundred thousand silver motes. The slivers of light closing on her head turned a pale orange, making her hair seem to lick at the air around it like fire. Amber looked like a ghost, like a mirage, but it was her. She was even wearing clothes! Only… something was wrong. She was lying down with her head tilted back and Aaron knew this wasn’t a sleeping pose, either. She was unconscious. And some of the orbs around her leg were starting to turn red. 

“Amber!” he said. His heart jumped into his throat and he rushed to the center of the circle, threw himself to his knees, and went to pick her up but his hands went through her as if she were smoke, breaking her image in two places. The orbs reformed into her likeness, but Aaron chastised himself and raised his hands so as not to touch her again.

“She’s hurt,” Aaron said, “Fuck! We were too late to warn her!” 

But then she opened her eyes, blinked, and looked up at Aaron. A brief sigh escaped her lips followed by a smile. “Hey handsome,” she said. 

Aaron’s eyes were starting to sting. Seeing her again like this, hurt and unconscious, and being unable to help her… it was twisting him up on the inside like a wet rag over a sink. He wanted to beat the ground, throw his wolf skin on, run into the woods and howl so loudly that whatever bastard did this to her would hear him and know his death was coming.

“Can you hear me?” he asked.

Amber nodded, still smiling. “I burnt the lasagna again,” she said, “I’m sorry.”

“What? No you didn’t, you didn’t burn anything. What happened to you?” 

“It’s okay, pizza is on me again.” 

Aaron’s head swung around to find Frank. “What’s wrong with her?” he asked, “She isn’t making sense.” 

He approached, knelt down beside the shimmering, ethereal image of Amber, and narrowed his eyes. “Her mind is all jumbled up,” he said, “She’s definitely been knocked out cold.”  

“Can you do anything?” 

“I’ll try.” 

Frank concentrated for a moment, and then Amber blinked. Blinked again. It looked like something out of a science fiction movie where the robot starts to come back to some kind of sentience as the engineer works, crisscrossing wires and soldering things back into place. Only Frank wasn’t moving. He was reaching with his mind, across space, to find Amber. And it looked, at least to Aaron, like he had found her.

“Aaron?” she asked. 

The smile that had been waiting to come spilling out of Aaron, like a ray of light holding behind a mantle of thick clouds, finally came. “Amber,” he said, “Thank God you’re alright.” 

“I… am I dreaming?” 

“No, witch, you’re not,” Frank said, “But when you wake up you’re probably gonna think you were dreaming. How’s your head?” 

“I haven’t had any complaints.” 

“That’s a good girl. She’s here. We can talk to her.” 

Aaron shuffled on his knees until he was a little closer to her. “What happened to you?” he asked, “Your leg, it looks like its bleeding.” 

“It was her,” she said, “I fought her. Linezka. She was here.” 

He felt his skin stretch tightly against his muscles. “We were too late. I’m sorry. We figured out that there was a demon around, blocking us from getting in contact with you. Then Frank had a vision and… fuck, these guys can tell the story better. But you’re alive, and that’s all that matters.” 

“I knew about the demon,” Amber said, “I saw it in the pictures.” 

“Pictures? What pictures?” 

“I can’t explain it right now. But you have to listen to me. I went to her, to Linezka, using a portal. And when I got to her… I found myself in an apartment in Seattle.” 

“Seattle?” Frank said, “Sure, I can see it. Seattle makes for grungy, angst-filled witches. I blame Nirvana.”

Aaron could smell Damien’s fear escape his skin through his pores at the mention of Seattle. He looked up, found Damien’s face, held his gaze to try and get him to speak when that strange smell he had caught earlier came back. What the fuck is it? He started to sniff the air. 

“No,” Amber said, “Just shut up and listen to me for a second. I think you’ve got it wrong. About the demon, I mean. I don’t think it was trying to isolate me. I think it was trying to isolate you.”

“Us?” Frank asked. “Why the hell would it want to isolate us?”  

“I don’t know, but I think you’re in danger; and I know Aaron’s felt it for some time.”

Aaron’s attention went to her at the sound of his name. 

“I have,” he said, “I haven’t been able to sit still for a long time.” He came to her and arched over her. He so badly wanted to kiss her, to press his lips against hers—even if she was only a ghostly mirage of the girl he loved. But he didn’t want to distort the image of her beautiful, radiant face. Not for a second. He realized, then, that he was trembling.

“It’s weird,” she said, “Lying here, speaking to you… everything’s so clear right now. Everything makes sense.” 

Aaron nodded. 

“I just wanted to tell you… to answer your question… from before.” 

“Schhh,” Aaron said, “You don’t have to do that right now, okay? Do it in person when you get back. Right now just… just wake up and come home to me. To us.” He looked up. “Damien, is there anything you can do for her leg?” 

“I think so,” he said, approaching. “I’ve never done this long-distance, though.” 

“Try.” 

Aaron stood up. Sniffed at the air again. The scent was still there, and stronger now. Floating on the back of the breeze coming… coming… from the direction of our house.

“What is it, Scooby?” Frank asked. “Got a scent?” 

Aaron sucked in air. His brow furrowed, alarm clearly visible on his face, and said “Fire.” 

“What?” Frank asked.

“Fire! You two wait here!” 

Aaron made a mad dash into the tree line, running headlong into the dark until he was only a blur, a spot, and then nothing. His speed was immense, like a bullet—no, a bullet train—shoulders bashing into and smashing wayward branches, leaping over fallen logs and shallow dips with the ease of a dancer—or a wolf. He caught the scent more fully, now and it had the heady, heavy, suffocating taste of fire; but also something else. It had sickly, foul taste like rotten eggs; and when he saw the plume of smoke rising from between the trees and glimpsed the glow of the fire at its source, the glow was green.

Not red or orange.

But green.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 26

 

 

Being unconscious isn’t like being asleep. When you’re out cold, you don’t dream. You don’t rest—not really. Your chest doesn’t heave lightly, your eyes don’t twitch with the entering of REM sleep, and you don’t smile and laugh like when you’re wrapped up in a good dream. In fact, unconscious people don’t dream at all—it just chemically doesn’t happen. Dreams happen when you sleep… so why, then, did I have Aaron, Frank and Damien on the mind when I came to? And why could I hear their voices at the back of my mind even as I blinked my eyes into focus?

The same edge of darkness that had dragged me into unconsciousness persisted, but the scenery was different. A soft, cool breeze was soothed my face, whipping thin strands of my lazy hair with it. Running water. The ground, hard and wet beneath my back. Stone? And in my hand, a clump of black hair held so tightly my knuckles were turning white. 

Across from us, firefighters were working hard to smother the blaze that had broken out in the Berlin Cathedral. I struggled to rise, but my body gave out beneath me.

A hand pressed against my chest, gentle, tender. “Schhh, cherie,” Collette’s voice, sweet as an angel’s.

“Wh-what?”

“You must rest a moment.” 

The blackness at the edges of my vision receded, but my headache persisted and I realized that I was shivering—a fever? Ahead of me was the river Spree, chuckling along slowly and hissing with the fall of rain. I was sitting on the ground with my back up against a stone wall in a nook, away from passersby. Across from where I was sitting, on the other side of the river, the Cathedral basilica rose up from the ground like an impossibly huge monolith, green and wet. We had escaped the church and gone across the river somehow. 

Only that wasn’t entirely right. Collette had pulled me out of the church and gotten me across the river on her own. 

“Where is everybody?” I asked.

“Regrouping. Luther will be here with ze car soon, zen we will go back to ze hotel.” 

Suddenly, I remembered. I hadn’t been able to find Helena in the chaos. Was she okay? Where were the other witches and had they been hurt? Had Collette been hurt? The questions fell out of my mouth like rushing water. Collette did her best to abate my fears, but my heart was still thundering hard against my chest, my head, in my throat.

Shit! “My leg!” I said, in full alarm. I sat up with Collette’s help, brushed the dirt from off my jeans and… and… where was it? The jeans were cut, and the stain of blood was on them. In fact, my fingers came off a little brownish red when I touched the area, but the skin was fine beneath the torn up fabric. A little pink, but otherwise fine.

I sat back against the wall and rested my head.

“It’s gone,” Collette said, “But… I saw her cut you.” 

“I know,” I said. I could almost feel the searing pain from the slice, the way the blade bit into my skin and drew back with a silent rip. “But you know what the strangest part is?” 

“What?” 

“I know I was unconscious, but just I had the weirdest dream...” 

Luther swung around in the Renault to pick us up in the minutes that followed. I was surprised to find the car devoid of other witches and also a little worried. But there was no time for questions now. Collette and I hurried into the car, shut the doors, and Luther took off down the street in the direction of Alexanderplatz—away from the Berlin Cathedral and Museum Island.

As we made a left turn and the church disappeared behind more modern buildings I wondered how much damage we had done to it. 

“Where are the others?” I finally asked. “And Helena? Is she alright.” 

Luther nodded. “She’s hurt, but alive. The others are alive too. We all made it out.” 

I clipped the seatbelt on and rested my head on the backrest, sighing deeply. “Thank the Goddess.” 

“No,” he said, “Thank you. Whatever you did sent her and her minions running. What was that, anyway?” 

Moonfire.

“Just instinct.” 

“Sorcerers,” he said, shaking his head.

“Listen to me very carefully, Luther,” Collette said, “I need you to find ze other witches when zis is all done and go with them. Zey will need your power, and we will need it too—when ze time calls for it.” 

“I thought you might,” he said, “I suppose I’m in this now.”

“You have been in this for a long time. But now you are an active participant rather than an observer.” 

“I don’t much like participation, but I can’t say I’m not delighted by the prospect that we may have put a little fear in her.” 

“We may have done more zan zat.” 

Collette was right. I could feel the change in the atmosphere; the air felt lighter, somehow, and the pressure I had felt from the moment we had landed in Berlin was gone. Whatever imp had been sitting on my chest wasn’t sitting there anymore, and I could breathe a little more easily as a result.

“I’ll find them,” Luther said. “I’m finished hiding.”  

Back at the hotel, contact with Aaron came like a surprise kiss on the cheek from someone you hadn't expected to see. 

As soon as we crossed the double doors into the lobby and my phone hooked onto the Wi-Fi, a stream of messages came through. Some from Aaron, some from Frank, some from Damien. They were all different, and yet they were all the same.

There had been a fire at the Stevenson house, no one had made it out alive, and you have to come home now. 

I read the messages as we made our way through the lobby, up the elevator, and into the room, eyes glued to the screen. The details were vague, but the urgency… it was immediate and all encompassing. It was as if I could feel their collective wish for me to come home oozing off the phone in my hand.

The Stevensons, I thought, dead… 

Shaking, I wrote back to Aaron asking for more details, telling him that I was alright, that we were back at the hotel, and that we would be on the next flight home; assuming we could catch it. Our open ticket let us return whenever we wanted to, a choice we had made to allow us the flexibility of coming back at a moment’s notice for just this reason.

I hit send. 

Waited. 

I watched little blue bar slide across the screen until the word sent, and then delivered, popped up under what I had written. I swallowed. Then a speech bubble appeared on the left of the screen, with an ellipse blinking inside of it. 

“Collette,” I said, “Come look at this. Messages are coming through.” 

Collette, who had been in the bathroom preparing for a shower, hunched over my right shoulder to have a look at the screen in my hand. She smiled brightly, and when Aaron’s message came through in reply she let out a little gasp of excitement and happiness. 

“Do you think it’s—the demon—is gone?” I asked.

Her face pinched. “I don’t know, but it seems as though we’re able to speak to ze others… zis is a good sign.” 

 

Aaron: Okay, I’ll let the others know. But it isn’t safe, Amber. It isn’t safe yet.

Me: The fact that I can talk to you is progress, though.

Aaron: Yeah, it is… and while I can talk to you, I want to tell you that I miss you… 

Me: I miss you too. 

 

I was in the process of writing another message to Aaron, to tell him that we may be home for Halloween after all. Because now that the demon had released its hold on us, and Linezka had been sent screaming into the night, I would be able to shift Fate to my favor a little without fear of unholy retribution. But when the phone fizzled, blinked, and went dead in my hand, the feeling of dread—which had become all too familiar to me—settled into the pit of my stomach like a dead weight.

That’s when I saw, in the black screen’s reflection, the dark figure standing over my left shoulder, reaching for me. I jerked bolt-upright, and the phone jumped out of my hand to land somewhere on the carpeted floor. Collette turned too, alarmed by my sudden movement. But when I reached into the Nether in my mind, to feel for the presence I had only barely caught a glimpse of, it was gone. 

My heart was pounding for all the wrong reasons now, and my shivering had returned. I was sure I had a fever now, but I had to push through. I had to go home. 

“Fuck,” I said, and then I said it over repeatedly. "It's still here. The thing is still here with us.” 

Collette licked her lips. “We have to get out of Berlin and go back home. Demon or not, zis is not where ze real danger is.” 

“I can feel it too,” I said, “I wanted to believe it was over… but it isn’t, is it?” 

She turned around to look at me and shook her head, her expression grave and heavy on her face, hanging like storm clouds. 

I nodded. “Let’s just pack our things and get out of here. You work on protecting us; I’ll make sure we have a flight home to get to.” 

And if I can’t do that, then we’re stuck here.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 27

 

 

Aaron hadn’t said a word since Frank and Damien arrived in the house. They had been considerably slower than he had on the run back, but that just meant they were in time to see green flames rising from the Stevenson’s place, licking at the night sky and chucking out plumes of thick smoke. There wasn’t even a house when they had gotten there; only an inferno of swirling, spinning, dizzying green fire.

Dark Fire.

The small wall-clock by Amber’s bookshelf was ticking away the seconds and outside the sounds the night had been replaced with an eerie, dead silence. It was as if the very world itself had been quietened, shocked by the atrocity that had been committed just next door. But the worst part was the smell of charred wood, singed earth and… burnt flesh. Damien tried to tune it out, but the smell had embedded itself into his nostrils; a sick, deathly smell.

“There was nothing we could have done,” Damien finally said.

Aaron didn’t look up. Frank didn’t move either.

“The magick surrounding that house was strong; stronger than you, stronger than all of us.” 

“I couldn’t get near it,” Aaron said in a low voice. “The fire was…”

“Alive,” Frank said, picking up Aaron’s sentence and finishing it like a relay runner. “I know. The Dark Fire isn’t a fire at all. It’s a beast, and one normal humans can’t see. They just see it as a normal fire.”

Damien nodded, remembering all too clearly his last encounter with the Dark Fire at the hands of his uncle. It had nearly killed Natalie, his ex-girlfriend, but he had managed to save her life and had thought that chapter of his history closed. But here it was again, calling out from the recesses of the past, like the serial killer in the movies that refuses to die.

Or it seems to die but then gets back up at the end for one last hurrah. 

Aaron stood up, suddenly. “We find whoever is responsible for this,” he said. 

Frank stood too. He went to touch Aaron’s shoulder, but Aaron jerked away from him. “Listen,” Frank said, “I want to go after them too, but we need to be careful right now. Do you really think the person who started the fire left breadcrumbs for us to follow? Do you think they were that stupid?” 

Aaron swallowed. Damien also got to his feet, tugged on his shirt to stretch it out, and walked to the window. Outside, the flashing lights of Fire Engine 3 were still going silently. The fire had been put out, but the men had started to dig through the rubble, searching for the cause of the fire. It was Magick, he wanted to say, you won’t find anything there. But he couldn’t say anything, so instead he watched on.

“The town is going to be on high alert,” Frank said, “So if we start skulking around, looking suspicious, we’re only going to draw attention to ourselves.” 
“So, what, we’re supposed to sit here and wait?” 

“I’m not saying that—”

“Then what the hell are you saying? Because I’m fucking done with waiting.” 

Damien’s eyes went over to where Aaron and Frank were standing. Aaron’s fists were flexing, open and closed, open and closed, and his shoulders were heaving with the rhythm of his deep breaths. He wanted an answer; he wanted something to do, someone to hurt. Damien could relate to that. He had his own brand of hurt to dish out, too. Only he was better at keeping his emotions locked up inside than Aaron was, and at this moment, it was better to hold one’s cards than to act because—

“It was a message,” Damien said. 

Aaron whipped around. “What?” he asked.

“That’s why they didn’t hit our house.” 

“They couldn’t have hit our house even if they had wanted to,” Frank said, “Do you know how much protection this place has?” 

“I don’t think they wanted to,” Damien said, “They would have known this house was protected from the Dark Fire, but that’s not the reason why they didn’t hit us. They wanted to get our attention by hurting someone else, and they waited until we were all gone to do it.” 

“Wait a minute,” Aaron said, “That means they’re watching the house.” 

“Were watching the house,” Damien said, correcting, “I doubt they would be here right now. They would know we would figure this out and go looking for them. They also know we have a werewolf with us. Their attack on the Stevenson place was planned all along.” 

Aaron didn’t move. “What’s the message?” he asked.

“Don’t you see?” Frank said before Damien could speak, “We’ve protected ourselves from them, but we haven’t protected anyone else. Until now, we hadn’t even considered they would go for anyone else, but… we were wrong. We were so fucking wrong.” 

“They went for the hamstring instead of the throat,” Aaron said.

“Huh?” Damien asked.

“Wolves always go for the vulnerable spot on their prey. Normally, that’s the throat. But when they can’t get to that they’ll go for the hamstring. Slow them down, tire them out, and kill them that way.”

Frank paced around the living room and ran his hands through his dyed white-blonde hair. “Holy shit,” he said. “Ho-ly shit!”

“What is it?” Damien asked. 

“The Halloween party! That’s what the fucking message was!” 

Damien’s chest tightened and Aaron’s lips pressed into a thin line, both men in agreement of what Frank had just said. It became clear what the message had been, and what the purpose for the break in communication with Amber had been about. It wasn’t to keep them from helping her; it was to keep her from finding out what was going on at home. Because the Red Witch would surely be able to throw a monkey wrench into Linezka’s unknowable agenda for Raven’s Glen; plans that included the Dark Fire and mass murder.

But that realization raised another set of alarming questions, which would nibble at the back of Damien’s mind like rats fighting over a piece of cheese. What if it had been Linezka’s plan all along for Amber to go to Berlin? And if so, why separate her from her friends now? Why not do it sooner? Part of him couldn’t believe this had anything to do with the Halloween party. There was something else here, something she knew that no one else did. The Halloween party may only have been a target of convenience, if it indeed was a target at all, but if her goal had been to throw up a smokescreen for her unknowable plan she had succeeded.

Damien Colt didn’t sleep that night. Instead, he stayed up watching that big silver plate in the night sky sail silently across the length of his window. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 28

 

 

The thing about demons is this: they don’t like being in the spotlight.

Once you’re on to it, it slinks back into the shadows and disappears like the feral cat you’ve just caught trying to sneak in through your doggy door for a quick snack. And, sure, it makes you wonder why it made itself known to you in the first place. But the other thing about demons is that they’re embodiments of vice, and one of the biggest vices is vanity. So they live within a constant state of contrast and conflict: one side of them wants people to feel their hands at work, while the other hides its identity with vicious passion. And once you know this about a demon it becomes easy to keep them at bay. At least for a while. 

Through our combined workings of Magick, we could secure an outbound flight to London the day after the incident at the Berlin Cathedral, with a connecting flight to the US three hours after landing in the UK. It was easy enough to nudge Fate into triggering a couple of last-minute cancellations for us, but swinging it so that the flight was on the same night was a much harder thing to do. 

So we waited. We ate. Slept—or didn’t. And the next day we left Luther, Helena and her witches, and Berlin behind us as we made the long journey back to American soil, back to Aaron and Damien and Frank, back to Raven’s Glen, and back to the place that existed only a stone’s-throw away from Linezka’s base of operations in Seattle. Seattle, of all places. It was still a little unbelievable, but it was also fortunate. All I had to do was keep a clear image of the skyline in my mind and try to figure out where that penthouse was in relation to the Space Needle. Then I could just show up one day, without the use of a trans-location ritual, and blow it away. 

“Amber?” Collette asked, nudging me.

I opened my eyes and looked at her. “Hmm?” I asked.

“Are you alright? You were speaking in your sleep.” 

“Oh… I wasn’t sleeping.” I might have been.

“But you… just said blow it away.” 

“Did I? I guess I was sleeping then. Where are we?” 

“Final descent into San Francisco.” 

A yawn spilled out of me, and I stretched into it. “That’s awesome,” I said, “I had a feeling I’d sleep on the way home.” 

Collette nodded. “I did also, I think.” 

I sighed. “Aaron won’t be there to pick us up. He has no idea we’re even landing today. I hated that I couldn’t get a message out to him.”

“Don’t worry about zat,” she said, “We will make it home with time to spare.” 

“Time to spare?” 

Collette drew in a breath, paused, and said, “To make ze party, of course.” 

For the first time since we met, I was sure Collette had just lied. Or, well, maybe it wasn’t a lie per se, but it was a hesitation. She hadn’t meant to say that we would make it home with time to spare. Maybe it was an honest mistake, maybe she couldn’t find the right words—you know, what with being French and all—and had confused herself. But it didn’t feel like confusion; it felt like a hesitation. Like an omission. 

I chose not to make a big deal out of it, though, and we continued on our trip until our plane touched down at SFO International. 

There, we went through the usual baggage reclaim scenario, and I tried—in vain—to get through to Aaron on his cell. But Collette stopped at a courier desk and started to make arrangements to have our bags forwarded on to my home address. Before I could protest, she was grabbing our suitcases, signing paperwork, and paying the woman behind the counter. Just like that, our bags were swallowed up by the FedEx conveyor belt, not to be seen—I hoped—until later. 

“Why did we just do that?” I asked, “We could’ve just gotten a rent-a-car.” 

“It is 19:37. Ze drive back to Raven’s Glen would add another hour or so to our travel time, and we do not have zat luxury.” 

My brows furrowed again all on their own.

“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned… time,” I said. “Are you going to tell me why you’re so concerned with time?” 

She shook her head, grabbed my hand, and pulled me into the ladies' toilets just by the airport main exit. It was clean, shiny, and smelt vaguely of disinfectant, but it was also empty, and I gathered that was what Collette needed. We clearly hadn’t come in here in such a hurry because she needed to pee. 

I watched her head to the small window in the corner of the room and look at it. It was a narrow slit, barely large enough for you to stick your head through, and it stood at the tip-top of the wall; inches below the point where the wall became a ceiling. 

“What are you doing?” I asked.

She turned around, walked toward me, and took my hands. “We are going home ze express way.” 

“Expre—”

The word didn’t have time to form. Darkness gathered around me with such speed it made my head spin. Collette was there, with her hands in mine, but the pitch blackness clung to her, lapping against the sides of her face and her arms until she looked almost like a two-dimensional image herself; a a half-person with eyes that shone sky blue against the dark. 
“Don’t be afraid,” Collette said.

“W-what… where… what’s going on?” I asked, struggling to find the words. 

“We are going home.” 

“Going home? But… we’re… not moving.” 

“But we are, ma cheire,” she said, smiling. 

And then I understood. I remembered a moment back at the house a couple of days ago, when she had seemed to arrive as a shadow on the back of the wind. A shadow only my witch’s eyes could see. I had always wanted her to teach me how to do it, but she had said it was too dangerous to teach me more Shadow Magick. A sorceress’ power was mutable and malleable, like clay, but Shadow Magick came from a Shadow, and I—sorceress or not—didn’t have one. 

My stomach started to feel like a sack of feathers. I imagined this was what astronauts must feel like when they’re up there in zero gravity, and I didn’t much care for it. The sensation made me feel queasy and ill at ease. More so than the fact that, around us, there was nothing; not even the vague impressions of a landscape rolling past us. How did she know where we were going? How were we even going anywhere? And when could I learn to do this? 

Those were all questions I wanted to ask, but I chose it better not to ask them. It didn’t seem right to speak in this null-space we were in. It almost felt like a library, where one has to keep quiet all the time so as not to upset the order of things. But before I could finish the thought, Collette smiled, spun me around, and pointed over my shoulder to the spot of light in the dark.  

“Walk towards it,” she said, “I’m right here.” 

And I did, slowly at first, accelerating into a normal walking pace when I found my confidence. Suddenly, we were in the real world again, with autumn rustling around us, leaves and twigs caught in an updraft and into the sky. Our house stood before us, as was my car safely tucked in the drive, and my sycamore tree swaying gently with the breeze. 

But my heart didn’t soar at the sight because my eyes stole to the Stevenson house; or at least, what remained of it. 

The thing was a wreck of charred wood. The roof had caved in, and much of the lower level had exploded out onto the lawn scattering bits of white, brown, and black debris all over the yard. I had seen a house fire before a couple of years ago when one of the places on Spruce Avenue caught fire after its occupant fell asleep with a cigarette in her mouth. Her dog had warned her of the danger, and they had both, the only occupants, gotten out. But the fire, unchecked, spread and consumed the house in a giant blaze. 

But the house had largely stood even after the fire was put out.

This house, though… it was like a bomb had been dropped on it, and the ensuing explosion had left only a blackened skeleton covered in pieces of its former self; burnt rags, ruined furniture, shattered glass… cooked flesh… 

I didn’t want to think that the firemen hadn’t been able to retrieve the bodies. They must have, even though the house was surrounded by black and yellow tape. That was for the forensic analysis later, not because they were still looking for bodies. The people in Raven’s Glen were good, hard working. They wouldn’t have stopped until the bodies had been retrieved.

Collette placed a hand on my shoulder. 

“Such a tragic loss of life,” she said. 

I took her hand and nodded. The tears were coming, but I fought them back. “We should go. I don’t think they’re home.” 

“I don’t think so either,” she said. 

We crossed the road and closed in on the house. I fished my keys out of my back pocket, unlocked the door, and entered. It was quiet in there, and dark, and the house still smelt of burnt wood—flesh-—and earth, and it was empty.

“They must be at the party already,” I said. “Why don’t you go up and get changed? We can go and surprise them.” 

Collette nodded and headed up to her room at a brisk pace. We agreed to meet downstairs in just a few minutes—showers could be had later—so I headed up to mine, opened the door, and stepped inside. And in the bedroom, I could smell nothing but Aaron. The air, the carpet, the bedsheets, the pillow; it was all him. I threw myself on the bed, buried my nose in the scent, and smiled, carving this moment out from the grim reality of my life to appreciate one of the finer things about it. 

I realized, then, that I couldn’t wait to see him. To wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him like I had never kissed him before. I wanted to go already, make tracks to the Centenary Hall and watch his face light up when I come bursting through the door. But I didn’t have anything to wear for the party, and that was a problem. Typically, I had left costume hunting for the last minute, and now I didn’t have one.

When the realization hit me, I shot up out of bed, threw my closet door open, and started frantically pulling at clothes hangers. There had to be something I could wear, something that even remotely resembled a costume. Collette had it easy; all she had to do was slap a little white makeup on, frazzle her hair up, and she was a ghost or a ghoul. I, however, needed a costume. Something. Anything! 

And then I saw it.

I tugged at the clothes hanger tenderly and pulled the item out of the closet with a delicate hand. I ran my fingertips over the fabric, brushed it along my cheek, and smiled. Then I pulled it off the hanger, slipped it over my shoulders, tossed the hood up, and went to check myself out in the tall mirror. The red cloak I used to wear during our Wiccan rituals with Eliza hadn’t been worn in a long time, but looking at myself in it now, I thought it at least bore a resemblance to Little Red Riding Hood’s cloak.

“This will do,” I said to myself.

Then I headed out of the bedroom, cloak trailing away behind me, and waited in the living room for Collette, who took another five or so minutes to finish getting ready. I had heard her moving from one room to the other once or twice and thought about calling up to her, impatience getting the better of me, but decided against it. 

I was definitely running a fever. I had felt it once on the flight to the US from London, but then I had fallen asleep and besides waking up a little shakily, I had been fine. Nothing a bite to eat couldn’t fix. But now, in the time I spent waiting for Collette, the fever had come back in the form of the shakes and the aches. If I had been given a choice I wouldn’t have gone to a party right now, but I couldn’t just stay at home. Not tonight.

Collette came prancing down the stairs in a black cloak, a tight black bodice that made her figure cause the jealousy sprites living within me to multiply like rabbits—as if I needed any more of those little bastards—, a long skirt, and pointy black boots. Good thing I wasn’t trying to out-dress her, otherwise I would have been disappointed.

“Damn,” I said, although it sounded a little more like da-yum. “If I didn’t know you I would ask you who you’re going as, but I know that’s just your usual lying-around-the-house look.” My smile flattened when I saw how serious her expression remained.  “Is everything alright?” 

Something’s different about her.

“Oui,” she said, approaching fast. “Look, zere is something I want to tell you.” 

“Alright, shoot.” 

“On your bed I have left you some things.” 

“Things? What kind of things?” 

“Trinkets. Knick knacks.  You gave your books to Luther, so I wanted to give you something in return.

“Coll, you didn’t have to.” 

“No, but I wanted to. I think you will enjoy them more zan I.”

“I kinda wanna see what you’ve given me, now.” 

“Later. Right now we have somewhere to be, do we not?” 

I hadn’t noticed until now, but she was practically nudging me out the door. “Yeah, I guess. But look, is everything okay? You’re acting weird and keeping shit from me and I don’t like it.”

“All in due time, Red Witch. I promise. All in due time.” 

As we left the house, I got the feeling we were working on some kind of schedule I wasn’t privy to; a timetable only Collette was clued in on. I didn’t know how I felt about it, but the feelings of immediacy and urgency were circling us like carrion birds. Leaving the thing unspoken of left a bitter taste in my mouth, but I knew I wouldn’t get anything out of her. The best witches took their secrets to their graves. And Collette was, after all, much better at being a witch than I. 

Above us, the stars were cold, high, and indifferent in a night sky devoid of a moon.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 29

 

 

The Centenary Hall was a walk away from our place. We hadn’t noticed on the way in to my house, but on the walk out of my neighborhood, the full force of Halloween hit us suddenly and unexpectedly. Front lawns were decorated with scarecrows and pumpkins; little kids were running around in masks and in costume trick-or-treating, while the older kids and younger adults were walking toward the party in groups. 

There were slutty vampires, slutty werewolves, and even slutty Rag Doll Sallies walking alongside zombies, mummies, and even one guy in a Scream outfit. Hadn’t that trend died already? I was about to call them out on their unoriginality, but then I remembered what I was wearing, and the introvert in me prevailed. 

Collette received a couple of wolf-whistles from an already wasted guy in a chicken costume drinking beer from a plastic cup at the steps of the Centenary Hall. He tried to get up to approach her, but she pressed her hand against his head and with a little push sent him toppling into the bushes to a round of laughter from the guy’s also drunk friends. 

“That was pretty cool,” I said as we prepared to enter the hall together. 

She smiled. Sighed. “Some boys never learn, do they?” 

I shook my head.

“But yours has. So go and get him.” 

Collette pushed the door open, and I swept inside to a flood of pulsing lights, a rush of music, and the press of people all around. The place was packed! Aquatic Bumblebee, a local teenage band, was covering a My Chemical Romance crowd-pleaser which had people jumping and singing along. The drinks were flowing from the makeshift bar in the back of the hall, contributing toward the creation of more drunks like the one we had seen outside. And the air was heavy with the smell of cologne, sweat, and alcohol. 

All in all, it seemed like Frank had done a great job! One he could be proud of.

And yet, beneath it all, like an electric current, there was that vibration. Tingling feelings of… dread? Anxiety? They seemed to be coming out of the Centenary Hall itself, as if it was somehow anxious about the night ahead, and that didn’t sit well with me. It was making my muscles and nerves twitch uncontrollably. I thought maybe a drink—just one drink—would help to settle me, but I didn’t think my stomach would be able to handle one. Not after the way I had been feeling lately with the morning retching and the—

Oh fuck. 

Fuck!

I swallowed dryly. Then I did it again. The music dulled to a faint hum, the room started to spin, and my legs turned to putty and became unable to hold my weight. I reached for the first person I could find, grabbed a hold of his shirt, and used it to keep myself from going down like a house of cards. 

Had I honestly been too busy to notice I had been throwing up most mornings? How was that even possible?

Thinking back in that moment as I righted myself against the body of the guy whose shirt I had just pulled, I could recall maybe two occasions where I had run to the bathroom in the morning… maybe three, tops. What if there had been more, though? 

Yanking on a guy’s shirt and tugging on it to stop a fall, though, didn’t go unnoticed. He turned around with a look in his eyes like he was about to deck someone. Me. But his expression turned from surprised anger to wide-eyed shock. It was Aaron whose shirt I had tugged. 

“Amber?” he asked, his voice loud enough to hear over the swell of music.

“Hi,” I said from beneath my hood. I worked my way back to a standing position, pulled the hood down, and let him see me. I was the one that was shaking now, like a fig leaf caught in a strong wind.

He hugged me without saying a word. It was a powerful hug, the kind that turns your back into an arch and made your feet raise a couple of inches off the ground. I hugged him back, buried my face against his neck, and enjoyed the smell of him. 

“I’m so glad you’re here,” he said into my ear, “I fucking missed you.” 

“I missed you too,” I said, fighting back a wave of emotion that threatened to spill out of me at any moment like water out of a broken dam. “Can we go somewhere and talk?” 

Aaron pulled back, his sky-blue eyes still filled with the same surprise I had seen a moment ago, only this time the worry-line had appeared in the space between his eyebrows. He took my hand and led me through the press of people and through a small brown door which, while not soundproof, did enough to cut the sound down by a couple of decibels. 

“I can’t believe you’re here,” he said. 

“And I can’t believe you’re not in costume, Mister Cooper. I thought this was meant to be a Halloween party.” 

“I’m sorry… I was hoping you would help me put something together, but you weren’t here.” 

“Couldn’t have bought a mask or fake werewolf gloves? I bet Damien and Frank are in costume.” I said, playful eyebrow arched.

Aaron simply smiled. “Can we just appreciate the fact that you’re here? I… I had no idea when you would get in.”

“I know,” I said, “That thing has been working overtime to keep us all apart.” 

He nodded, and then he hugged me again. I was sure he could feel the thundering of my heart beneath my shirt, but if he did he didn’t say anything. What if I’m pregnant? The tremors came again unbidden. I could feel myself starting to shake, and Aaron clearly did too now because he held me more tightly against his warm body. 

“Are you—”

“I shouldn’t have hesitated,” I said, “Out in the woods that day.” 

“Amber.” 

“No. Listen to me.” I pulled back and looked up at him. “I shouldn’t have hesitated.” 

“You don’t have to do this right now.” 

“No, but I do.” 

“I put you on the spot out there. It wasn’t fair, and I’m sorry. It was wrong of me to assume that… I guess it was just too soon and—”

Before he could say another word, I placed my hand around his mouth, and said “Yes.” 

Aaron’s aura flared up like an explosion of fear, joy, anxiety, and excitement, but he didn’t say a word. Not a one. So I kissed the back of my hand again, then removed it, and kissed his lips, long and deep, drinking him in, parting his mouth with my tongue and searching for him. My hand found the back of his neck, then his hair, and a short moment after that, the kiss was in full force; a kiss like no other. A kiss which said more than words could ever say. 

But when the kiss broke, and we stood there, breathing each other’s heat, I said it again anyway. “My answer is yes.” 

He nodded, and it was a simple gesture, but maybe he wasn’t sure what to do. I guessed he had had it all planned out up in the woods, but I had taken him by surprise here and Aaron wasn’t good with surprises.  We kissed again, enjoying the moment we had carved for ourselves like a pause between heartbeats. Neither of us spoke for a long time, but then the wayward thoughts returned like a comet coming back from a quick orbit about the sun. 

Morning sickness. The aches. The pains. What if you’re pregnant? Fate doesn’t care, remember? Fate doesn’t care.

I stared up at his quiet, smiling face for what seemed like an eternity, and I was about to open my mouth when the door swung open and Collette—and the treble and bass of a live band—came rushing in with the swing. 

“Zere you are,” she said in haggard breaths like someone who had just run a hundred meter sprint.

“Collette,” I said, pushing away from Aaron. “What’s up?” 

“It’s Damien. Something’s not right.” 

“Where is he?” I asked.

“In ze main room. Come.” 

She took my hand and pulled me with her, either oblivious to the tone of the conversation I had just been having with Aaron or acting on that same sense of urgency I had felt ever since we landed in SFO. I guessed the latter since Collette was pretty damn observant, but that didn’t do anything to soothe me. 

Questioning her about what was going on, though, wasn’t an option because we had found Damien in the crowd without too much trouble. His face was powdered white; he had black lipstick and eyeliner on, and he was wearing a black shirt wrapped at the wrists, elbows, and torso with black tape. He was supposed to be the Crow—one of my favorite movies—and he had done a good job with his costume. And much like Brandon Lee throughout most of the movie, Damien’s face was all gloom and seriousness. 

“There he is,” I said, tugging Collette through the crowd. But Damien turned and started to carve his own path between the revelers. I followed as best I could, but keeping track of him wasn’t easy. Damien was headed to the side of the room closest to the bar, and that was the part of the hall which was thickest. 

About thirty feet ahead, Damien pushed open a set of double doors leading to a corridor of harsh, fluorescent light. Then the doors shut behind him, and I knew—I just knew—that something was about to happen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 30

 

 

Damien had been standing watch with his back to one of the long walls, eyes peeled for potential threats. He, Frank, and Aaron were on high alert tonight, and each of them had fanned out to cover as much of the Centenary Hall as they could without splitting up too far.

And for a while things had been going great. The party seemed to be in full swing, the music was good, and Frank had been right—he absolutely could find three hundred people in Raven’s Glen to fill the room with. But a part of Damien had been wishing no one would turn up ever since the Stevenson place went up—Dark Fire, burned flesh—in flames. Hoping the place would be empty or, at least, that it wouldn’t be so packed so an evacuation could be performed quickly. But he hadn’t had his wish and the turnout had been immense. 

He was in the middle of a thought about how people really did enjoy Halloween in Raven’s Glen when he felt the Currents of Magick ripple through him as if a rock had been dropped in the relatively calm lake he had been soaking in. Everyone carried the spark of Magick with them, and Damien found that wherever there was a big crowd of people, the Currents would move and sway a little more strongly than in a place devoid of human life, and this meant his senses needed to be a lot sharper to pick up a disturbance than they would have normally had to be. 

But his senses had been sharp—razor sharp—, and he had picked something up.

This man seemed to be blending with the crowd like a chameleon. So much so, in fact, that Damien didn’t think anyone else could even see him, although he was moving around and between them as if they weren’t there. And though his face was hidden behind a mask, there was a familiarity to him that Damien could hone in on, and that was something he could use.

So like a bloodhound with a scent, Damien followed the man wearing the devil’s mask under a black hood, weaving around the drunks and the sober alike to get to his mark. And when his mark noticed he was being followed, he did something Damien hadn’t expected. He turned around so that his eyes could lock with Damien’s, pulled back his hood, and removed his mask. 

It was Henry, Damien’s cousin Henry, whose face now came within full view. He was grinning a wicked grin, his eyes were wide with excitement—hate?—and he looked like he was on the brink of doing something crazy. The last time Damien had seen the man behind the mask had been a long time ago, back in San Francisco; when this man—this balding, hook-nosed, pot-bellied thing—had tried to kill him and had almost killed Natalie, an innocent, in his almost zealot like conviction. 

And now he was here. 

Why?

Henry turned around and made a break for the bar. Damien followed, hot on his heels, and an inch before Henry had gotten to it, Damien planted the balls of his hands-on  Henry’s back and shoved him through the doors, sending him smashing against the wall on the other side. The man turned around in time to see Damien’s fist come swinging. A hand came up in defense and blocked Damien’s blow aside, and then another hand came flying up like a missile from out of the ground to make direct contact with Damien’s cheek. 

Crack. 

Red spots exploded into his field of vision as the pain ripped through his jaw and cheek. The blow sent him staggering back a few paces, but then he shook it off and threw himself at Henry again, grabbing him by the scruff of his neck and pinning him against the wall. 

“You bastard!” Damien screamed. 

Henry laughed. “Did you think you had killed me, cousin?” 

“Does it matter? I’m going to kill you now!” 

“I don’t think you are. I think you’re too weak to do anything. You’re only here because you’re trying to be the hero that you’re not.”

Damien jerked Henry hard, smacking the back of his head against a wall. “I didn’t get my chance with you last time you fuck, but I’ve got it now.”

“C’mon then, do it. Kill me. Strike me down with Magick and see where that gets you.” 

Damien hesitated; maybe it was the crazed, wide-eyed look about Henry’s face—the eyes of a madman—that gave him pause, but he didn’t let go of Henry.

“That’s what I thought, you fucking whelp. How’s your sister, by the way?”  

Lily falling away from him, the Dark Fire—the dream, it was symbolic. If he ever had a doubt of his family’s involvement in Lily’s killing, they were gone now. They had come for her, followed her from Astoria, to San Francisco, to Raven’s Glen, and cut her down. And they were doing it because Linezka had told them to. Because they worshiped her like a Goddess. 

He had failed Lily, but he wouldn’t fail Amber.

Henry’s knee came out of nowhere, connecting with Damien’s gut with a hard thump. Damien coughed, and his grip on Henry slipped. Then Henry, possessed as he was of some kind of supernatural strength, spun out of Damien’s hold entirely and kicked him in the back of the leg sending him down to his knees. The pain was immense, a bright, singing pain that made him scream out. 

Henry grabbed Damien’s hair and pulled it hard, but Damien wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a scream of pain. In his mind, he started to call on the elements, reaching for the window at the end of the hall and willing it to open to let the elements in. But the latch was drawn, and the window only rattled harmlessly. 

“See?” Henry said, “Without her you’re a gun filled with blanks. How about you just let me end this miserable existence of yours?” 

“No!” Damien yelled, and the force of his voice sent ripples of Magick pushing into the latch on the window. A second, and the latch budged. The window flew open, and the room filled with a powerful gust catching Henry unaware and causing him to lose balance.

Damien bit back the pain, stood up, and willed the window to slam closed, shutting the howl of the wind with a loud clap. Henry backed away with his elbows as Damien approached, but he bumped into a pair of legs, halting his escape. And when he looked up, he saw Wednesday Addams looking down on him with murder behind his cold, unloving eyes.

Frank reached for Henry, long, manly hands stretching open to clasp his face. 

“What a vile little creature… and so useless without your magical strength.” 

Henry screamed a terrified, glass-shattering screech, and when Frank asked Henry to schhhhh, the screech fell mute, though Henry’s mouth remained open.

Just beyond the double door, Aquatic Bumblebee was thrashing their guitars and drums, making partygoers numb to Henry’s terrified shrieks. What was he being made to see? What sickly Magick was Frank injecting him with that was turning Henry—a man with the ability to wield that devastating, evil force known as the Dark Fire—into a bawling, weepy mess? 

Frank was heaving and grunting like an animal in a girl’s dress, both hands clenched tightly around Henry’s face. Henry, meanwhile, was squirming and kicking and trying to hold onto something. Anything. Henry’s foot caught on the wall and he kicked back, sending Frank’s lanky form tumbling to the ground. Before Damien had a chance to stop him, Henry got up and made a break down the corridor, narrowly avoiding Damien’s hand that had pistoned out to grab him. 

“What the fuck are you waiting for, witch,” Frank said as he untangled the pigtails crisscrossed over his face, “Go after him!” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 31

 

 

Aaron’s skin began to prickle when he caught a whiff of a familiar smell. The hairs of his arms went up first. Then a finger of ice touched the base of his neck, and the cold spread throughout his spine, his ribs, and into his belly where it met with the fire of his stomach and fizzled out into a cloud of steam. 

He stiffened. Tilted his nose up. Sniffed the air. 

He had been following Amber a moment ago who looked to be heading to a set of double doors next to the bar, but a second before she got to them she stopped dead in her tracks. That was when goose-flesh broke out all over Aaron’s skin in tiny ripples that crawled through him like ants marching on a log.

She had turned around then and made Aaron instantly aware that whatever he had sensed—smelt—she had smelt too, and she had also turned her nose into the air. It was an awkward thing to see because that wasn’t something he had ever seen her do. But he didn’t have time to wonder, because the smell was getting stronger. The source was getting nearer. And suddenly, he knew, everyone in here was in immediate, imminent danger. Everyone. Then a woman caught his eye. Maybe she had always been there, or maybe she had stepped through a wall, but there was something strange and out of place about the person that had just crossed in front of him. 

Her perfume was intoxicating; fresh and wild, like a wet forest in the spring where the fruits are ripe and ready to pluck. But it had an off-putting quality about it too, and in the part of his mind responsible for translating smell into an image he could use to explain it, he saw the quiet little patch of spring forest become suddenly awash with fire. 

Green fire. 

It’s her! 

Aaron didn’t need to be told. He leapt into action, shouldering through a group of kids about to take a selfie, and grabbed the woman by the hand to turn her around. She was wearing a half-mask in the likeness of a wolf, and when her full red lips curled upward into a smile, he noticed just how sharp her canines were. The better to eat you with, he thought.

She slipped her wrist out of Aaron’s grasp with a single, swift movement. Matching her speed, Aaron’s hand rose to her neck, to grab her, but before he could grab her throat, her hand was there, fingers entwined with his. She brought a free hand to her lips, shushed, and Aaron’s already tightly wound body tightened further, to the point where he couldn’t move of his own accord. 

A kind of cold-hot sensation ran through him, one he had never felt before, and paralyzed him. Almost as if on cue, the band shifted from their usual high-tempo repertoire of songs to a slow-paced ballad. Then the woman took Aaron’s other hand, placed it on her hip, and began to lead him in a dance which his feet were obliged to follow a woman he had never met but heard so much about; a woman who, despite her immense beauty, seemed to be on some fundamental level… wrong. 

“Aaron Cooper,” she said, with her smile still clear upon her full red lips. Her eyes, he saw, were jet black orbs behind the mask; orbs that sucked him in deeper and deeper the more he looked at them. “Finally we meet.” Her voice seemed to project from her mouth, but the music would have made it impossible for him to hear her, unless she had been yelling. So how was he able to hear her?

Aaron wanted to speak, but his body wouldn’t listen to commands. 

“Fine,” she said, “I suppose this would be a more enjoyable dance if you could speak, wouldn’t it?” 

The woman leaned close, bridging the gap between her face and his neck. She licked his skin, her wet, hot tongue sliding up and down his jugular. Her lips followed, then, closing around the thumping artery in an exaggerated manner. He could feel her teeth, razor sharp against his neck, and when she pressed them on his skin, they pricked, he was sure, and she got a taste of his blood. 

Aaron’s heart was hammering now in his throat, against his temples, and between his legs; anger, the ecstasy of pain, and the frustration of helplessness mixing together in a melting pot of bottled up emotion. But then his body seemed to let go, and he sucked in a breath of air.  

The woman behind the wolf mask removed her lips from Aaron’s neck, licked them, and smiled. “Yum,” she said, “Werewolf's blood is like a fine wine; rarely experienced, always precious.”

Aaron cleared his throat with a grunt, proving to himself that—at least—some control over his body had returned. “You’re her,” he said, doing his best not to give in to her game. “You’re Line—”

“Linezka, yes, that’s the name I’ve been given much like your Red Witch. But you’d probably be interested to know that isn’t my real name.” 

“What is?” 

“I’m not in the habit of disclosing it, Mister Cooper, but nice try.” 

“What do you want?” 

“Werewolves,” she said, tutting, “So strict, so to the point. But if that’s the way you want to play it, fine.” 

Aaron noticed, now, that the music stopped. His eyes darted around the wolf-woman’s face, trying to catch a glimpse of what was happening—or not happening—outside of her gravitational field, but he couldn’t. It was too strong. Then the flash of her fangs from the wicked grin she threw him snapped him back into the moment. 

“Lost in thought, Aaron Cooper?” she asked.

“What do you want!” he said, forcing the words out.

“What I want is simple. Blood. I want the blood of every single person in this room; especially that of our mutual interest Amber Lee.”

“I won’t let you take it.” 

“I’m afraid there’s nothing you can do to stop me. But there is something you can do to help me.” 

“Help you? I would never help you.” 

“Oh but you will,” she said, leaning close into his ear, “Because you don’t have a choice.” 

Aaron was about to speak, but his muscles had begun to stiffen. He could feel them twitching beneath his skin, could feel the bones in his shoulders and his back aching to shift, to move around, as if reacting his own primal urge to change shape. But it wasn’t him that was sending the order, it was her. She was in his mind, somehow, playing with his nerves. He was the puppet, and she was the master. The fiddle and the fiddler. 

But he wasn’t a fiddle. She had said it herself, he was Aaron Cooper. He was the Grey Wolf to Amber’s Red Witch. Amber, the woman who was going to be his wife. His rock. His source of strength. The image of her crystalline green eyes and fiery red hair wedged itself between his mind and Linezka’s Magick, separating the two just long enough for Aaron to command his body to relax and stop the transformation. He couldn’t change here, not now, not with all these people around. That wasn’t the right thing to do. It wasn’t what an Alpha would do. 

That’s right, he was an Alpha, and he was stronger than her. 

Linezka’s black eyes narrowed, and a frown materialized upon her face. The grip she had on him loosened, and her Power waned as Aaron started to regain control of his own body. She sighed and said, “Shame. I was so hoping you would do a good job, too.” 

Then, in one quick movement, she slipped her hands out of Aaron’s, wrapped them around his head, and twisted it so hard his neck snapped with a loud crunch.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 32

 

 

The feeling came at me suddenly; like a tremor you feel at the edge of your senses the instant before an earthquake hits. My body—my aura—was fighting something back, some Magick I couldn’t see and was unable to counter. Collette fell in beside me, eyes darting around the room which seemed to be growing quieter around us, time itself seeming to crawl to a halt. 

I was sick of this effect.

A drunken girl’s cup hit my shoulder, and the liquid spilled out of the plastic in slow motion, trailing out in droplets that seemed to defy all the laws of physics I knew and understood. Another girl nearby had her hand in the air, mid-swing, its destination seemingly her boyfriend’s cheek. The slap connected, the guy’s face wobbled at the point of impact causing his head to turn slowly with the blow. 

Then everyone froze like statues; everyone except for Collette and I. 

We looked at each other and then cast our eyes straight ahead where, in plain view, Linezka—wearing a wolf’s mask—was dancing together with Aaron. They were talking, exchanging words, and while they were probably no more than twenty feet ahead of us in a now completely silent room, their voices didn’t project. In fact, the words were hollow and echoed and… almost not there. 

But we weren’t the only inhabitants of this strange pocket of time we had entered. There, in the corner across the room, just to the right of the stage, was the dark figure that had been with us since Berlin. Eyeless, he watched. Voiceless, he laughed. 

“Do you see this?” I asked Collette.

She nodded. “Linezka. Ze demon. Aaron.” 

“Has she heard us?” 

“I don’t think so.” 

“Then we have the advantage.” 

“What is our plan?” 

“My plan is to get these people out of here first.” 

The dark figure ceased its evil cackles. Linezka couldn’t see or hear us, but it could. And now it was coming for us, hurtling across the room like a black fireball. Collette threw her hands up and a writhing wall of physical shadow shot out of the ground to stop the thing in its tracks. The demon hit the wall and flailed against it, but the shadows were wrapping themselves around it to now, creating a cage from which it would have a hard time escaping.

“Go!” Collette said, “Get zese people out of here!” 

I nodded, turned to the front door, and there was the fire-alarm; my ticket to getting these people out of here and breaking Linezka’s spell, two for the price of one. 

I heard the snap as soon as the telekinetic Magick left my fingers. The sound had come from the spot where Aaron and Linezka were standing, but when I looked around only she was there. My heart leapt into my throat, and my body went cold. The little red box smashed under the weight of my Power, and the circuit broke. 

The wash of sound came back slowly, like a rising wave. When it hit, there was a loud sonic boom, a pop, and then water was falling from the sprinklers high above, a hiss to accompany the rattling bell. The partygoers came rushing at me in an instant, and I had to duck to the side to avoid them. Girls in high heels, covering their brand-new hair styles with their hands, came running out first followed by their nonchalant boyfriends. The band seemed more concerned with their equipment than the possibility of a fire, but they ran off stage and made for the nearest exit anyway. The bar-staff, who simply didn’t want to get wet, were also running for the double doors at the back of the room.

Only Linezka remained, and Collette in her shadow form, invisible from the eyes of humans… and Aaron. Aaron! He was a heap on the ground, and he wasn’t moving. 

“Aaron!” I screamed. 
“Forget him,” Linezka said, “You’re better off. Did you know he wanted to do naughty things to me?” 

An angry heat was bubbling up inside me. I could feel it in my chest, my throat, and in the pulse in the balls of my hands. My Power buzzed within me almost as if to signal its readiness for the battle to come, and then my legs got moving. One in front of the other, dashing across the mess of scattered plastic cups, with a torrent of water falling on me from above, and venom in my eyes. 

I was going to kill her or she was going to kill me. That’s how this was going to end. But either way, it was going to end right now.

My hands came up and bolts of telekinetic energy went flying into her. Linezka was quick to block them and send them smashing into the concrete walls of the Centenary Hall, but by the time she had finished blocking my magick bolts I was at her feet, with my telekinetically charged fist sailing into her abdomen. 

The blow connected, and it was like a thunder strike. 

Linezka doubled over, fell back a few steps, and then looked up at me, grinning from beneath her wolf-mask. 

Her arm pistoned outward and found a firm grip around my neck, then she lifted me off the ground and threw me across the room in a single, effortless motion. For a moment I felt weightless, like a doll, and then my body hit the ground, tumbled over itself, bright spots of pain opening up on my knees, back, arms, chest, shoulders, and then my head. I finally stopped moving when my back hit the wall with a thud that sent pain screaming into my joints and bones. 

Arms shaking, I struggled to hold myself up, then fell back down to the floor. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth, bringing up a queasy feeling to add to my already feverish body.

The feeling that followed was like shellshock; the ringing in my ears, the booming beat of my heart, the dizziness and disorientation. I didn’t know up from down or left from right. 

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

Thump-thump.

I angled my head, an inch at a time, and saw Collette’s shadowy visage blotting the room. She was a silhouette of black ink, and from her back the ink was trailing off in tendrils and tresses to fill up an entire half of the hall and shroud it in darkness as her Necromantic Magick snuffed out whatever light source it came into contact with. 

A dark angel, I thought, and the thought gave me strength. 

I willed my fingers to flex, slowly pulled my knee up, found purchase with it on solid ground, and hoisted myself up until I was standing again. I spat out a glob of blood. The pain screeching through me was like white noise, but seeing Collette facing off with Linezka had given me my second wind. Pain could wait until I was back at home, or dead.

Tendrils of night ripped out of Collette’s shadowy form and slashed at Linezka. Her hands came up in defense, but there were too many for her to contend with and a great many of them found their marks, biting at her skin as if they were tipped with razorblades. When Linezka had had enough, her right hand flew up and a bolt of green light came spilling out and sailed across the sky to strike Collette, but her shadows leapt up and danced around her, swallowing the light a second before impact. 

“Amber,” Collette’s voice was a whisper in my ear. “You’re running out of time.” 

“I’m coming,” I said, under my breath.

“Do it, Amber. Bring ze Moonfire. It iz what you must do.”

I nodded, closed my open palms into fists, and summoned the Goddess’ fire. It came to my hands first, enveloping them in cold, silver flames that started to crawl up my arms until it looked like I was wearing fiery gloves. But I wouldn’t be getting close to her this time. I wasn’t going to give her a chance to touch me. Instead I closed my eyes and imagined the fire leaping out of my hands and into the air, into the sprinkler system, where the Moonfire would ignite the water in the pipes and bring it raining down on the devil’s witch. 

When I opened my eyes, glittering slivers of silver light were falling all around. Only this time I could control the fire. This time, the fire didn’t nip and bite at curtains and wood, it didn’t consume everything it touched. For the most part, the flecks of silver fire fell harmlessly on my skin, on Collette, on the floor, but wherever they touched Linezka her skin would blacken, sizzle, and crackle.

My heart was still working overtime, but now it wasn’t beating out of fear. It was exhilaration; a kind of elation that came only from knowing that the wicked was about to be vanquished. And when Aaron rolled to his back, the first signs of movement since I had seen him a moment ago. Linezka screamed in anger, and the sound of that two-toned, demonic voice swallowed my elation whole. The fire was on her, biting at and melting her skin off, but she had only been slowed down by it, and not killed. My smile dropped. 

“You bitch,” she screamed, “Did you think you were the only witch to have ever used the Moonfire against me?” I staggered backwards, as if each of her words was a punch to the face, the gut, the neck. “Now it’s my turn to burn you.” 

Linezka clapped her hands together, and the ground before her erupted in a cascading ignition of green fire. It was as if the floor had been laced with gasoline, the trail of it starting at her feet, and ending at mine. I stood frozen and unable to move, but then my muscles complied and I threw myself aside, away from the incoming explosion, which struck the wall behind the space where I had been with brutal force causing the window to burst outward and setting the curtain on fire. 

The devil’s witch advanced, cackling as she did, her outstretched and open palms alive with sick, green flame I had only ever heard of before. A stride, two, three, and somehow she was there, standing over me, wreathed in a corona of flame. The pounding of my heart drowned out all ambient sounds around me until I was alone with my thoughts, locked in a never-ending moment of time where the finality of my existence loomed, waiting to take me with it but not before offering me a final chance at reflection.  

I thought of Aaron, then, of our engagement. I thought about Damien and Frank, and how I wished they were here right now; how I hoped they were okay. Then I thought about Collette and remembered how brave she had been to take Linezka on by herself even if… wait… where was Collette?

The shadows came out of nowhere, wrapping themselves around Linezka’s hands and pulling them away from me. Collette forced Linezka to turn around to face her, so that Linezka could see—in her shadowy form—the deepness of the Underworld, the place from where her power came, and so that the devil could see through Linezka’s eyes, just how unafraid Collette was of its bitch.

I knew, then, what was about to happen and a shriek of terror peeled from my throat. 

“No!” 

Contact was instant. Whatever Dark Fire Magick Linezka had prepared for me touched Collette instead, igniting her shadow form into a mesmerizingly beautiful, hot, and unwatchable mess of flaming tendrils. But Collette didn’t scream, and though her shadow body was burning, it was still able to wrap itself around Linezka and smother her in fire and shadow alike. 

There was a scream then, but this one didn’t come from Collette; it was Linezka, burned by her own Magick. 

As I watched, the doors to the Hall opened and three people came spilling in—Damien, Frank, and someone else. They were carrying him between the two of them, but when they saw the flames rising and rising, whirling, spinning out of control, they let him go and shielded their eyes from it. The man they were holding fell to his knees and observed the event, his face awash with sick green light. 

Linezka’s scream then cut off suddenly and the shockwave that rippled out from within the mass of whirling fire and shadow was powerful enough to knock me back again and send me rolling away. When I looked up again, green embers were falling from the sky as were the tattered remnants of burnt, ripped clothes. 

On the floor, scattered about the hall like broken toys, were Aaron, Damien, Frank, the man they had been holding, and Collette. But no Linezka. Did we do it? Has she been killed? 

“Collette!” I said as I struggled to my feet. 

My heart wedged itself in my throat. My head felt three sizes too big, my feet like they were dragging weights, and now that the rush of adrenaline was starting to taper off, the pain in my knees, back, and chest was coming back. It was possible Aaron was stirring, but my body was hauling toward Collette. Collette.

Collette!

When I got to her and went to turn her over, the heat her skin was giving off forced me to pull my fingers away and cry out. Much of her dress had been consumed by the fire, and what flesh I could see was charred and cooked, and sticky with blood. She smelt of fire and ash and… death. Finally, I grit my teeth, grabbed her shoulder, worked through the pain of contact with her burning skin, and turned her to her back. 

The thing lying on the floor before me bore only a passing resemblance to Collette. Her hair had been singed, the skin of her face—Gods, her beautiful, beautiful face—had melted in parts exposing the bone beneath. Her eyebrows were gone. Blisters and sores had opened up and her eyes… 

I turned away from her face, fighting the urge to heave, and instead screamed into the floor. A surge of Power spilled into the world as my voice exploded outward, cracking the marble beneath me and causing the very building to shake. Again I went to Collette, hoping to see that her skin was healing, but the blackened face I had stared into a moment ago at hadn’t magically morphed into Collette again.

“The Dark Fire,” came a voice from out of nowhere. 

My head snapped around, fire building in my chest, blood boiling. It was the man Frank and Damien had brought into the room. He was on his knees again.

“It was beautiful,” he said, “The Mistress, our Dark Mother, has blessed me. I have been chosen to receive her gift.”

I wanted to rise to my feet, but my muscles weren’t listening. They were twitching and turning, and the motions made me feel sick. But the fire inside of me continued to grow, to rise until I thought it would choke me with its fumes. But it didn’t choke me. The fire filled me, empowered me, turning my blood vessels into little balls of red flame. 

Damien and Frank stood up now. The man on his knees spun around to face them and from out of his hands came two flashing beams of green light. They missed their marks, but the attack drove Frank and Damien away from him and into hiding behind a set of overturned tables. The man cackled and laughed. 

“Don’t you see?” he said, “I am chosen, Damien! And you are chosen too! And together we will finish the Mistress’ work and… kill the Red Witch.” He spun around to look at me and flashed a wicked grin. “We can kill her right now, cousin.” 

My breathing hitched and loosened, hitched and loosened. I was having trouble breathing, but this wasn’t because of whatever pain I had been in a moment ago. That was gone. Hot, shake-inducing adrenaline was pumping hard in my veins now and reducing the pain in my body to a dull throb. Or, at least, it did for a second.

My spine broke in two places. I screamed, and my voice exploded out of me like a shotgun blast that caught everyone’s attention. My shoulders followed, splitting, moving, and reshaping in ways they were never meant to move. Hot tears came rushing out of my eyes. I doubled over, planted both of my palms on the ground, and screamed into the marble floor; and it, too, cracked with the power of my voice.

A moment of respite came and I caught my breath, alternating between deep heaves and quick pants. Damien and Frank were rising too, now, but stepping away from me. Aaron, almost completely recovered, looked on, wide-eyed and pallid. The man who had threatened to kill me didn’t move, didn’t break his ground, but this didn’t have anything to do with courage. He was rooted to the spot, afraid, and when I saw what was happening to my fingers, I knew why.

They were lengthening. The bones in my hands, my wrists, and my arms were splitting and repairing, the muscles ripping apart to allow new blood to flow through them, and the nails at the tips of my fingers were growing into wickedly sharp tips. Then the fur came, rising out of my pores like grass on a time-lapse video. It, like my hair, was the color of fire.

The pain came back in a heady rush, but with it came anger now; hot and primal and raw. 

I looked up, breathing hard, and saw the man’s chin quivering; but my eyes didn’t go to his chin, they went to his throat. The weakest point in his body, the place where his lifeblood would come pouring out of when I was done with it. And suddenly my legs were moving, my arms, and my shoulders and back were in it. Locomotion, running on my hands and feet, bounding, snarling, leaping, raking, biting. 

Warm blood filled my mouth as my newly grown fangs dug into the tender, exposed flesh. I had moved so fast he hadn’t been given a chance to defend himself. He was strong, yes, I could taste it in his blood, but I was stronger. And that’s all that mattered now; who could kill who the fastest. No logic, no cognitive thought, just instinct.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 33

 

 

I came to outdoors somewhere. The cold bite of an October wind was nipping at my skin, but the man whose chest my head was rested against was as hot as a furnace. The taste of blood lingered in my mouth, dry and metallic, and my throat was on fire; but whatever aches and pains I had felt earlier in the night were gone, as was the fever I had been running.

“Aaron?” I said, my voice hoarse. 

He looked down. “It’s alright,” he said, “You’re okay.” 

We were in motion. Aaron was carrying me, and I wasn’t sure where we were or where we were going, but I wasn’t concerned about that. Collette’s face came rushing into the forefront of my mind, and I almost choked on it.

“Collette,” I said, tears spilling out of me like waterfalls. “Gods, Collette.” 

Aaron shifted my cloak, which seemed to be the only piece of clothing I was wearing, and wrapped it around me more tightly, shutting out the night air that had been trying to search for a piece of flesh to bite. 

“We have her,” Aaron said. 

“Have her?” 

“Her ashes. Damien picked them up.” 

“A… her ash…” the tears came again. She turned to… ash? This time they didn’t stop until we reached the house, but by the time Aaron carried me through the threshold I didn’t think I could cry anymore even if I wanted to. 

“I’m gonna put these ashes away,” Damien said. 

I looked at him, then looked at the plastic container he had stored Collette’s ashes in, and nodded. I didn’t know how he had managed, though he would later tell me it had been Magick and that the ashes weren’t contaminated. That they were pure. That they were all Collette. Every last bit of her. And I would cry again. 

Frank disappeared too, without a word, but then what was there to say anyway?

It wasn’t until I arrived, dragging my feet, at the door to my bedroom that I remembered what Collette had said before we left the house. She had told me that she’d left a few things in my room for me, things she no longer had a use for. The thought made my hand tremble as I went for the doorknob, and I almost didn’t twist it, but Aaron’s hand clasped around mine, and we turned it together. 

She hadn’t left a couple of things on my bed—these weren’t nick-knacks and gewgaws—the bedroom was filled with Collette’s things. Her dresses, her jewelry, her books, her perfumes; Collette’s personal belongings had taken up residence in my bedroom, and they showed no signs of wanting to leave. 

“Are these…?” Aaron asked.

I nodded. “Her things.” 

“I don’t understand. Why did she leave them here?” 

“Because… it would have been different if we had gone into her room and found them after tonight. She wanted to give them to me.” 

“How can you know that?” 

The distant cousin of a smile formed on my lips. “Because she knew what would happen to her.” 

“How could she have known?” 

I walked up to the bed, rifled through some books, leafed through another, and then put it down again. “She was a Necromancer. Her life and power were borrowed from the dead, and now she’s paid her debt.” 

“I don’t get how you can talk about her like that.” 

I turned around and looked at Aaron. “You don’t have to understand, Aaron. This is just the way things are with witches. Werewolves have their own mysteries too, don’t they?” 

Aaron nodded.

“I’m going to have to learn those too, then, huh.” 

“Yeah… about that.” 

“We probably shouldn’t,” I said, before he could speak, “Not tonight. Tonight should be about Collette.” 

Aaron pressed his lips together and nodded. “Alright. It’s about Collette.” 

I nodded and turned around again, going through more of Collette’s things. 

I found her necklace, that black onyx stone she always wore and never left the house without. Thinking about it now, I had noticed something strange about her moments before we headed toward the party. I hadn’t realized it then, but she wasn’t wearing the pendant. She truly had known she would die tonight, and I knew then, as I went through her belongings, that she had been preparing herself for her own death since we landed on American soil—maybe even sooner. 

Strobes of clarity were coming to me as the pieces making up tonight’s puzzle fell into place. 

Linezka was still alive. She had used her link to the man Damien had been holding as an anchor for her teleportation spell, and then pulled herself back the instant she realized her mission had been foiled; that she had been too late to turn me to her side before my transformation took place. 

Because it wasn’t my child Linezka wanted. Despite the things she had said, it was always me. Me she needed. Me she had been testing until tonight.

My fingers landed on a thick, leather-bound book. As I pulled it out of the pile of things on my bed, my heart began to beat hard.

I must have not moved for a while because Aaron came up behind me and asked me if I was alright.

I nodded, and said, “Yeah,” because no other words would leave my mouth.

“A Book of Shadows,” Aaron said, reading the dust jacket of the book in my hands. “Is that what I think it is?” 

“Yeah… it is… this is Collette’s legacy.” 

 

 

 

EPILOGUE

 

 

We were gathered in my back yard, which was quiet save for the whispering breeze and the chorus of light chirping being volunteered by the local swallows. The sky was lead, the morning sun knowable only as a patch of lightly colored clouds in an otherwise dark mantle. It could have started to rain at any moment, but it hadn’t yet. 

The four of us—Damien, Aaron, Frank, and I—were gathered around a headstone made of black marble. Inscribed upon it in beautiful silver calligraphy were the words ‘Collette Picarde – memento mori, ma cherie.’ Simple. Exquisite. Serene.

Aaron, Damien, and Frank were standing in black suits that had been pre-rented for them for the day. I was wearing one of Collette’s black gowns with a lacey bodice and a flowing skirt black. It seemed as if, the morning-after  Collette’s death, everything had happened in fast-forward, and we had been brought to this point in time on the back of a powerful current none of us had any control over.

It started with a call early in the morning for Amber Lee. I had gotten up and asked who it was. The lady on the other side had told me she was calling on behalf of Collette Picarde, and that we had three suits to pick up. A few minutes later another call had come in; this one from UPS, to let me know that a delivery driver was on his way with a couple of packages for us. 

I sent Aaron out to collect the suits and waited at home for the UPS guy to arrive. When he showed up, he presented me with a large box and a smaller one. I signed for them and then opened the large box—which weighed a ton—and found Collette’s headstone inside. By the time the tears stopped coming, I couldn’t think of doing anything else besides making a space for the headstone at the foot of the sycamore in my back yard. There would be no coffin and no grave, but at least we had her ashes; and I knew what we were going to do with them. 

When Aaron had found me in the back yard I was up to my elbows in dirt. Damien and Frank too. Together we had planted Collette’s headstone, but we had done something else too. We had planted her ashes in the dirt along with the seeds of what I hoped would one day become another tree and grow to be just as tall as the one I already had. 

“I’ve been through a great many things in my short life,” I said, as the four of us stood over the marble headstone in our best attire. “But I’ve never had to bury a sister before. Because that’s what Collette and I had become in our short time together. Sisters. Twins. Two halves of the same being. Our halves had called each other from across the gulf, and we had found one another to form a whole… but now I feel like a half again. She… she…” 

Aaron looked like he was about to touch me, but I threw my hand up and halted him.  “She knew,” I said, “By the virtue of what she was, she had known what was going to happen to her last night. That’s why we’re all standing here now. She knew when she was going to die, and she chose to make sure we didn’t have to work anything out after she… after she left. Because that’s the kind of person she was.” 

Frank, Damien, and Aaron nodded in unison.

A long pause fell over us. Thunder rolled in the distance, but it was no more than a weak grumble.

“When we got home from Berlin,” I said, “She wanted to hurry back here. She… she took a while to get dressed and when she came down I noticed something about her was different. She said she had left me some things. When I got home I found all her stuff on my bed; her dresses, her books, her jewelry and even her favorite necklace. Because she had anticipated that we would find it in her room and feel like shit, but also because when a witch gifts something to another witch, it becomes a part of her. I could have kept some of her things, but it wouldn’t have had the same spiritual significance.” A smile swept across my face. “She thought about everything. Did you know she was a hundred and thirty-nine years old?" 

“Wow,” Damien’s voice came out of him like a long breath. 
“I think she knew what was coming. I think she had known for a long time, and she had been preparing for it. I think she was trying to find a way to get me ready for the difficult task I would have when she was gone.”

“Preparing you? How?” 

“Do you know what else she left me along with all her stuff? She left me her book of shadows.” 

Frank’s eyes narrowed into thin lines. Damien’s eyebrow rose into an arch.

“Collette’s magick was strong,” I said, “Her power was almost as strong as our enemy’s. And she had told me a long time ago that I was capable of absorbing many powers into my own soul—that it was like putty. Malleable. She was teaching me her Magick but she was being careful about it, and whenever she went to teach me something she would always fish out a spell from her Book of Shadows… and now she’s given the book to me because she wants me to use it.” 

“Malleable is one thing,” Frank said, “But you’re talking about injecting yourself with Shadow magick. We don’t even know what becoming a werewolf is going to do to you. Shouldn’t we tread carefully?” 

“That’s what Collette would have said. But I’m not a normal werewolf, am I? I can still feel the Power burning within me, only now it burns hotter and stronger.” 

“So… now what do we do?” Damien asked.

I turned around, knelt by the headstone, and stroked the marble with my fingertips. “Memento mori, ma cherie. I love you, my sweet Collette.” I brushed my lips lightly against marble and let the tears come. I wouldn’t stop them. Not now. I let them fall as they came, dripping onto the headstone one at a time until there was enough to form a puddle. And in that puddle, an image was starting to form. 

Collette was there, standing right behind me, shimmering with the Goddess' light; and she was happy. I stood up, wiped my cheeks with the back of my hand, sniffed away the emotion, and said, “We have to make another trip.”

Damien was quiet for a moment. Pensive. “Where to” he asked.

“Last time I checked,” I said, “My father wasn’t a werewolf… but my mother was a witch. I have questions for her.” 

He nodded, satisfied. 

“Frank?” I asked.

He looked up at the sky, then looked back down at me, smiled, and said, “Are you kidding me? I smell drama coming on. I’m in.” 

I turned to Aaron, placed my hands on his shoulders, and slid them up to his face. “Are you with me?” 

A breeze caught the tips of Aaron’s blonde hair and made them shiver. He smiled. “To the end,” he said. 

“Let’s hope the end is a long way away.” 

He nodded and we went inside. There, on the kitchen table, was the second UPS box I hadn’t yet opened. Frank grabbed a knife, sliced the tape off, and picked it open. From inside he produced a bright green bottle of Absinthe and a note. 

“What does it say?” I asked.

“It says… don’t forget to drink to ze dead. She even spelt it with a Z, look.”

My eyes welled with tears again, but they were happy tears this time. “I’ll grab the cups,” I said.

 

TO BE CONTINUED…

If you enjoyed this book, sign up to my Reader’s Group and stay in touch! Just click here to get started!

 

**

Really, witch?

Thank you for reading my books! This was The Red Witch, and it was the 6th installment in my debut series. What did you think? Did you like it? Love it? Things are really kicking off now and it looks like we’re in the final act. The curtain is about to fall. But there’s so many questions still left unanswered.

Amber is a werewolf? Collette is DEAD? And Damien’s family could have been involved in this thing from the very beginning? Seems like a lot of revelations to cram into one book, doesn’t it? But I wanted to make this book hit you in the feels, and I hope it has. I know I got a little weepy while writing it and I’m the freaking author! But that comes with the territory, I guess. These characters sometimes take me down paths I never could have foreseen, and that’s okay, because it means I get to play reader for a while. 

In the works there are (at least) another two titles. One is a Novella that follows Frank’s life before Amber—his prequel. And of course I will be writing another full length Novel to close Amber’s storyline. The Novella will be out before the end of 2015, but the next full novel may have to wait until January of 2016. I simply don’t know yet. So make sure to sign up to my Reader’s Group to keep in touch.

Will there be other books besides those? I can’t tell you that either. I can only tell you that there will be at least two more. I hope that’s enough.

Anyway, that’s enough from me. As you may already know, Indies (and authors in general) thrive on reviews so please consider going back to wherever you purchased this book and leaving one to show your support. If, on the other hand, you did not enjoy the book, drop me an email at author@katerinamartinez.com and let me know why. I’m happy to talk. 

 

Thank you and happy reading!!!

 

Katerina
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AUTHOR’S NOTE: KATERINA MARTINEZ

 

A couple of years ago I told myself I wanted to write books. I had always enjoyed reading growing up, cozying up with a Nancy Drew, learning magic alongside the likes of Harry Potter and his friends, and opening my mind to the wonders of a Fantasy universe with Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings. But like many writers, there was something stopping me from taking the plunge. 

Maybe it was a fear of putting myself out there to the scrutiny of others, or maybe it was my own insecurities at work, but there was always a reason. A block. Telling stories made me feel more alive than I had ever felt, and yet I couldn’t bring myself to seize that feeling; possibly because I didn’t feel like I deserved to have it. 

I don’t know about you, but I have suffered—and still suffer—at the hands of anxiety. I worry. I stress. Even the simplest of tasks can seem insurmountable. If you’re anything like me, then you know what this feeling is like. Well, imagine having that feeling and having a dream which required you to take on tasks so big you never would have, in your life, have taken on your own accord. Because, naturally, if you know you suffer from anxiety, you would stay away from big things, right?

Do you know what I did? 

I made lists. 

It sounds silly, and it also might sound a lot like what you do if you have anxiety too, but I made lists, and they helped me get started. The journey was long, but it had steps, and I made a list of those steps. Then I took each step, and broke it down into goals I needed to achieve in order for me to count that step as “taken”. A year later, I’m publishing the sixth book in my very first series. I have a thriving little business, which grows larger every day. And I’m on my way to achieving my dream of writing for a living.

Because, oh yeah, that part’s important; I still have a day job, and a five year old to raise. I’m lucky I have a husband whose pioneering spirit and technical knowhow was up to the challenge. But that’s all I had. I didn’t have money, didn’t have contacts, didn’t have a previous body of work or following of any kind. In fact, I’m a pseudo-name. I don’t even exist. Not even my parents knew I was writing books until I released Forged in Moonfire, so all of my success has come from real readers like you. 

And that means all my anxieties about putting myself out there, about failing, about not deserving success, they were completely unfounded. But that’s what anxiety does, doesn’t it? It doesn’t need a reason to hold you back, it just does because, frankly, it’s an asshole. It doesn’t want you to succeed. The wall isn’t there for any good reason. 

Why am I telling you all this? 

I just want to give you a little insight into the world I live in. I’m not a top-of-the-charts author. I’m not even a mid-list author. I’m just a girl with a dream and a wall that follows her around everywhere she goes, ready to jump in the way of stuff. If you don’t have one of those walls you probably won’t understand, and that’s fine. You don’t have to. But if you do have one of those walls and you have a dream, I’m here to tell you that it’s achievable. You can’t shut your brain up, but you can put the anxious part of it in chains with lists, mental exercises, and a little meditation. 

And then the world is your oyster. 

I hope you enjoyed the Red Witch. It was written for you with love. 

 

Till next time. 

 

Katerina Martinez

 

DEDICATION

 

To everyone who has ever felt different. What’s ‘normal’ anyway?
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