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PROLOGUE
 
 
I haven’t seen the sun in weeks. Haven’t felt the moon on my cheeks or the wind in my hair, haven’t heard the voice of my friends. This place of silence and darkness I inhabit is like a prison; a tomb of my own crafting. I thought I could embrace the wolf at first, use it as a weapon to fight the growing darkness inside of me. Then when things got too bad I thought I could hide from it, find what was left of my inner light and wrap it around myself before… before it was too late.
But the truth is I still smell her everywhere, and I’m dangerous as long as she lingers.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 1
 
 
Aaron Cooper woke up alone. He reached to find Amber with the slow, sludgy panic of bad dreams but then it hit him; Amber wasn’t here.
Sighing, he wiped the sleep from his face with his hand and ran his fingers through his hair. It had gotten long, and his scruffy beard was coming out fighting too. He hadn’t noticed the stubble on his cheeks or the thickness of his hair until now, though it had been three weeks since he last did anything to trim the growth.
He dragged himself to the window, picking his phone up from the bedside table as he went, and stared out into the dark grave of the morning. It was bitterly cold, even indoors. First snow had fallen during the night. Above the line of trees, the sky was already starting to pale with morning light. Beneath them, though, all was dark.
05:13.
It was early. Aaron had barely gotten three hours of sleep. He wondered how many Amber had been allowed tonight. Not many, probably. Amber didn’t sleep much these nights. When she did get some sleep, Aaron slept. When she needed to eat, Aaron would hunt for fresh game and toss raw cutlets into the cellar, and then he would wait to hear her rouse and attack the piece of meat like an animal. Raw. Primal. Hungry. Aaron’s salivary glands started to work and his stomach let out a grumble, but he heard something else underneath the grumble.
No. Not underneath it, but alongside it.
He turned on his heel and faced the bedroom door. It was shut. All was still and quiet save for the raucous chorus of rowdy crows outside. But that was odd too because until a moment ago they had been still. It was as if something had caused them to stir. Amber? Has she gotten out?  Fear entered his heart and drew the calmness out. Tension wormed its way into his muscles and he edged toward the door, one silent step after another, reaching for the knob with an outstretched hand.
The metal was cold as ice against his warm palm. He turned it, pulled, and the door croaked open like some fat toad stretching its voice out. He didn’t think he would ever get used to the sounds this old cabin made, but staying out here—in the middle of the woods—was better than being in town with all those people around.
When the door opened, he pushed himself into the corridor and scanned left and right, but was met with silence. Silence and dawn-light in the Eastern facing window. He wanted to call her name, but he decided against it. If Amber had made the sound he had just heard then it meant she had somehow gotten out… and he would need the element of surprise if he wanted to guarantee his own survival. 
Careful not to make a sound on the old wooden floorboards, Aaron stalked across the short hallway connecting the bedroom and the kitchen. He could smell the dead fire in the air—the soot, the wood—and could feel the way the very atmosphere seemed to be charged; charged and cold. It was like walking into a fridge possessing its own static current.
Then, he heard another noise; footfalls, three of them in quick succession.
That was all the encouragement Aaron needed. In three hard strides he was in the kitchen, then in the living room, and then in the second bedroom. Nothing. He heard the footsteps again and turned, heart pounding in his chest, his arms, his throat, hot anger swelling up inside. Another few strides and he was back in the hall, but this time he could hear someone running ahead of him, toward his bedroom.
Aaron closed the gap, breathing hard, and made it to the bedroom door in time to watch it slam shut with intent.
“Amber!” he said, but it wasn’t Amber. Whoever it was that had just gone into his room didn’t have a scent; there was only the cold.
He charged the door, pulled on the knob, and opened it expecting resistance but finding none. The room was quiet, but it felt like there were millions of tiny shards of ice in the air, cutting his flesh and causing it to prickle. “Who’s in here?” he said with enough authority in his tone to mask the pinch of panic gripping the back of his throat.
Almost in response, the adjoining bathroom door creaked open slightly—just enough for him to hear the movement.
Aaron took a deep breath to calm his pounding heart and crossed the room. He pushed the door open all the way and watched it swing wide before hitting the door stop. The room was empty. Dead. Silent. The skin around the nape of his neck tightened as if reacting to the brush of a cold hand, and when his eyes went to the reflective cabinet door… he saw only himself.
First light shining through the bedroom window broke the spell and Aaron released the breath he had held in his lungs. The lingering cold on his skin remained like an unseen presence, but whatever charge the atmosphere held until now was gone, leaving Aaron to wonder what the fuck had just happened. Of course, Aaron wasn’t naïve enough to dismiss what he had just experienced as some kind of trick of the mind brought on by sleep deprivation, but it was enough to make him need to sit down on the bed. 
And in that dark, quiet space where he was alone with his thoughts, doubts crept in.
Amber would have known what to do. She would have had the right idea or the right spell to find out whether something had really just happened or if Aaron was going insane. She would have been able to center him and calm his nerves like she always did. In truth, Aaron had found himself succumbing to the wolf a lot more ever since Amber was taken out of commission. It wasn’t a bad thing, not out here, but every second he spent wearing the wolf’s skin was a second he didn’t spend here, guarding Amber’s prison.
A sudden knocking on the front door set his back upright again. 
Aaron stood up, stepped into his slippers, and made the short walk across the cabin. He didn’t think he’d get used to the bumps, knocks, and croaks the place made, but he did like the way the morning light snuck into the cabin in shafts of pale blue light. It was like there were little holes everywhere for the sun to get through, as if the walls were made of Swiss cheese.
The smell of man swam up to him as he swept into the living room. Two males, both familiar. Aaron took a series of short breaths to drive out the last of the panic he had felt only a few moments ago and opened the door to Damien and Frank. He wasn’t expecting to see them—not yet, anyway—but there they were; pale in the cheek, red in the nose, and a sight for sore eyes.
Aaron regarded them both warily. Frank’s head tilted up, eyebrow inquisitorially arched. “Aren’t you going to let us in?”
Before Aaron could step aside Frank was already sweeping into the room, rubbing his hands together like he was hoping to make a fire. Damien followed, and a whiff of scarred skin and old blood came in like a shadow at his back. Hasn’t he healed yet? Aaron thought as he closed the door to keep the cold out. 
“You’re earlier than I thought you’d be,” Aaron said. 
“We drove all night,” replied Frank. 
Damien sat down on the sofa, wincing from the movement. His eyes were on the door to the cellar, just beyond the kitchen arch, and his body was poised to jump at the first sign of movement, but he said nothing. 
“Did you find it?” Aaron asked.
“We found it,” Frank said, “How’s the patient? She still cranky?”
Taking a deep breath, Aaron sat down on the sofa next to Damien and exhaled. “She’s gotten worse,” he said. 
“Worse? How?” 
A pregnant pause hung in the air. There were so many ways Aaron could have described Amber’s condition, so many details he could go into, but this wasn’t the time for details. “Sometimes,” he said, “I think she goes days without falling back into her human skin.” 
“Is that even possible? I mean, you can’t sleep in another form can you?”
“I didn’t say she slept.”
Frank sat on the armchair, ran his hands through his white-blonde hair, and then rubbed his cheeks to bring the warmth out. “And the wards? Are they holding?” 
“The house hasn’t burnt down, so… I’d say so.” 
“That’s something.” 
“They won’t last forever,” Damien said. “The wards weren’t meant to be in place for so long… they won’t hold much longer. I can feel her power even now, slipping through the cracks in our magick.”
Aaron didn’t need to ask Damien to explain. It was like a container filling with water; eventually the pressure would cause the container to crack, and soon after those cracks would tear open allowing the magick to spill out—or in this case in. Amber was in no state to control her magick. That’s why they needed to put wards in place to begin with. If they fail… 
“They can’t fail,” Aaron said, “Not before we’re able to fix her. Tell me what you were able to find.”
“Right,” Frank said. He stood up, opened the bag he had slung over his shoulder, and placed it on the coffee table in front of Aaron. The contents sounded heavy and solid. Aaron’s hands went for the zipper, but Frank slapped them away. “Did I tell you to open it?” Frank asked.
Aaron glowered and his cheeks flushed with warm blood. 
“You can growl all you want,” Frank said, “But if your grubby paws reach into that bag you risk releasing seven hundred years of hatred, malice, and suffering into this quiet little cabin in the woods, and that’s a movie I don’t want to watch again no matter how many Hemsworth’s are in it.” 
“What the fuck is in the bag?” Aaron asked, his voice rising. “What did you bring here?” 
“A reliquary,” Damien said. “It’s a…” 
“Prison.” Frank finished Damien’s thought. “But it’s not Fort Knox; this thing is delicate, and in the wrong hands it’s even more dangerous than she-Hulk down there.” 
“We don’t need more nasty shit up here, Frank,” Aaron said, “I thought you knew that.” 
“Look,” Frank said, whipping his head around and squaring off with the werewolf. Aaron didn’t flinch. “You told me to go and do whatever I had to do to help her. This is, to the best of my knowledge, our best shot besides killing her—and none of us want that to happen.”
Aaron puffed his chest in an effort to assert his presence in the room. It was a trick his father taught him during his stay in Vegas and, now that he needed to assert himself against Amber’s beast more regularly, it had become somewhat of an instinct. “No one’s killing her,” he said. 
Frank’s eyebrow cocked and he straightened himself. “No one,” he echoed. “But if we’re going to help her we need to take risks, and this is it. Collette may have had a better idea but she isn’t here anymore so this is the best we can do.” 
Aaron noted the coppery smell of fear oozing out of Frank like a warm mist. He had rarely smelled Frank’s fear, but he recognized it when he did possibly because of its scarcity. He realized then Frank had no idea what had just happened to Aaron; this witch hadn’t a clue of the haunting which had gone on moments before his arrival. 
“Tell me more about this reliquary,” Aaron said, averting his eyes from the bag. Instinct? “How can it help her?” 
Frank and Damien exchanged concerned glances. “We’re not sure that it can,” Frank said. “Look, before you get mad, understand that this is unknown territory even for me. I’m going on a hunch. A good one, but it’s still a hunch.” 
“A hunch,” Aaron said.
“Yes. Amber’s condition is unique. I’ve never met a werewolf who could use magick—that’s already weird enough. But Amber also has something else inside her that, I think, is what’s causing the problem.” 
“What’s that?” 
“The demon,” Damien said, with a haunting, chilling voice that made Aaron’s skin tighten around his muscles and bones. 
“We got rid of it,” Aaron argued, “It didn’t take her.” 
“It didn’t need to take her, only mark her; and it did. We didn’t get the rest of it out.” 
“And you think this is the reason why Amber is… the way she is?” 
“We don’t know for sure,” Frank said, “But there are two sides of her now; her witch side and her wolf side. She should be able to handle the power of each individually, and with enough time she would have been able to control both simultaneously. But whatever the demon did to her tainted her magick and caused it to grow way faster than she could control it. Now she can’t handle either of her sides.” 
“That still… it doesn’t explain how this thing you’ve brought here can help her.” 
Frank reached for the bag, delicately tugged on the zipper until it opened, and produced the sleek old skull of a ram. It was real—Aaron could tell—probably killed a few years ago judging by the condition of the skull; polished, too, by the shine of it. The thing looked like the kind of trophy a hunter would have hanging over a fireplace in a cabin just like this one. But it was odorless, and that struck Aaron as strange.
“I have an idea on how we can help her,” Frank said, “But I have to warn you; it won’t be easy, quick, or painless.” 
“I can take the pain for her.” 
“No,” he said, “You can’t. The pain locked away in this skull… she has to take it herself; every last drop of it.”
The pinch of panic Aaron had felt earlier on returned, only this time they were two hands, and they had seized him by the throat. “And then what?” he managed to ask.
“She’ll endure and come out of it intact… or we will have no choice but to kill her.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 2
 
 
They thought I couldn’t hear them, but I heard them. I could have been asleep and I would’ve known they were talking about me like I was some kind of sick dog. The walls would tell me. The rats would tell me. But I didn’t need the rats to tell me now. I heard them. I smelled them. Damien. He was hurt. How? Who? I didn’t know. I smelled the blood on him, the pain oozing out of his pores like terror sweat, the way his tight, swollen skin would pull apart just a little bit every time he stretched.
He probably had it coming for cheating on me. I hated him. That piece of meat on the floor kinda looked like him, or at least it did before I chewed into it. Served him right. 
“Concentrate, Amber.” 
My eyes were already open but it felt like they had sprung open again allowing my consciousness to swim to the fore. For a second it was almost like I was wearing someone else’s clothes, like I was intruding into their personal space. In many ways I was. This body didn’t belong to me anymore; it belonged to the wolf, too, and the wolf didn’t like sharing. 
The chain attached to my wrist rattled as I brought my hand to my cheek. As soon as I smelled the blood on my fingers, under my nails, my stomach started to churn. I wanted to eat more but I also wanted none of it. The sight of raw meat, the taste of it, I was never good with that. A rare steak, sure, but a raw one? I’d eaten more than my fair share of it lately and as much as I wanted to gag and hurl, the fact that I’d eaten so much was probably the reason why I hadn’t withered away to nothing yet. 
I owed the wolf everything for keeping me alive, and I owed it nothing for taking my life away from me. 
It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darkness and the room around me. The stone walls covered in arcane lettering, the scraps of meat and bits of bone scattered around my dirty feet, the rags on my body; they all came into stark focus, though I was looking at everything like I was seeing through a red filter. 
But the filter didn’t last and the color in the world was right again soon enough. Moments later I had managed to shuffle around into the lotus position, and with my hands on my knees facing upwards I started to breathe. Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale. Meditation helped during my moments of lucidity. I could always feel the wolf there, in the back of my mind, resting but not sleeping. Never sleeping. Not since Collette’s death.
Collette. 
I could still smell her lavender perfume; could still feel her near me, reaching for me, haunting me. At night, sometimes, I could swear she would speak to me through the floorboards above. I heard her once tell me she couldn’t come into the cellar. But then I would find myself wondering whether it was actually her talking to me from beyond, or if the wolf was trying to get me to break out.
Break out. 
“Shut up!” I slapped my cheek hard and saw stars, but the shock sent the voice to the back of my mind again. 
My body stiffened as if a ghost had just walked right through me, and then I heard it. The cellar door was opening. No. No! I sprang to my feet. The chains tying my arms and legs to the wall were long enough to allow me some mobility, so I circled around the cellar to find the darkest spot in an already dark room and crouched into it. I didn’t want to be anywhere near those stairs, nowhere near… Frank. 
Frank?
My chest started to heave as hot fumes travelled upwards from my belly and into my throat. The anger was coming, swelling, way more quickly than it had come before. My head felt like iron that had learned how to sweat. He can’t come down here!—eyes darting from one side of the dark cellar to the other—something to throw, I need something to throw. 
I grabbed a shard of bone and arched it over my head, then hurled it across the room because to do nothing was to invite the beast to come forward. Frank, who had already taken a couple of steps down, stopped. 
“Amber?” 
His voice was like music to my ears, but white noise to the wolf. “Leave!” I said, putting as much power into my hoarse throat as I could. “I want you out!” 
“You know I can’t do that,” he replied. 
“Get out!” 
Bravely, Frank took another couple of steps down into the cellar, and with every creak of the wood beneath his feet my head thumped even harder. A hot shriek peeled out of my throat, a noise I had never before heard myself make, and suddenly I was in motion. With the floor beneath my hands and feet, I rushed out of the darkness at the bag of meat and bone which had just entered my domain and then lashed out at the figure. 
Slobbering, growling, everything was red. I could hear Frank’s heart beating faster and faster in that delicate little sack of skin he called a body, veins pumping with hot blood, and I wanted it. I wanted to tear it open and eat the stringy meat, but the chains stopped me. I looked over my shoulder at the taut metal restraints and tugged hard. The wall groaned, the metal sang, but the chains held. 
When I turned around again the bag of meat was still there, still standing there, mocking me. I was taller than him, stronger than him, faster than him, and he mocked me. Was he my alpha? No. I was the alpha in here. This was my den, my territory, my house. Mine. Mine. Mine. 
“Amber.”
He called for the human but she couldn’t hear him. I had my paws around her throat and I was squeezing the life out of her, because I was her alpha too, and I could do whatever I wanted in here. 
“Amber, listen to me.” 
I stretched for his face again, claws sharp and hungry, but the chains stopped me from reaching him. When my jaws opened, my voice spilled out loud and angry, and it sailed into the morning through the open door. 
“You’d shut your mouth if you knew what was good for you, witch.”
He stared at me like he wasn’t afraid.
“Frank,” the word fell out of my misshapen mouth and I felt my body weaken. The ground swelled up to greet me and I cracked my cheek on the concrete floor, but my senses returned and the wolf retreated.
“Amber!” Aaron’s voice barged through the open door and into the cellar and I let it wash over me like warm water. “Frank, is she okay?” 
“She’s okay,” Frank said as he rushed to help me sit up, “But you’ve gotta close that door.” 
“No.” 
“If you want to get us both killed go ahead, come down here. But if you want to see us all through this alive you’ll close that fucking door.” 
The light spilling into the cellar from above was blinding. I could only make out a dark silhouette, and even then I only caught it for a moment, before Aaron shut the door. But it was Aaron. My Aaron. A sleepy smile swept across my face as my body calmed. Was Frank doing that? The magical wards on the walls wouldn’t affect him since he was the one who created them. Had he learned the spell I used to use to calm Aaron? 
“Can you hear me?” he asked. 
“You need to leave, Frank,” I warned.
“It’s good to see you too.” 
“Frank, please—” 
“You can complain all you want, but I’m not leaving until—”
“Frank!” I lunged at him but the chains kept me back. 
“I get it,” he said, “You’re strong, you’re hungry, and you’re probably feeling the way I do when the Wi-Fi goes down, but you need to keep it together because this, what I’m about to tell you, is important.” 
I forced myself to swallow and it was like putting sandpaper down my throat. I didn’t want him to stay. It wasn’t safe for him to be down here—wasn’t safe for anyone to be anywhere near me—and I told him as much, but he didn’t want to hear it. 
“I know you, Amber,” he said, “And you’re here with me now, lucid and awake. I know you can control yourself.” 
“You trust too much.” 
“I trust you. That’s enough for me.”
I knew Frank well enough to know he wasn’t the kind of guy to just let something go, and whatever magick he was using—if he was using magick at all—was working well enough. The urge to change wasn’t there and whatever anger I had felt a moment ago seemed to have abated. Maybe it wasn’t magick. Maybe I was just lucid.
“Alright,” I said, “But you leave at the first sign of trouble.” 
“I will.” 
“No, you don’t understand. If there’s trouble you might get a split second to react. Can you make a decision in a split second?” 
“I can make hundreds.” 
“Then step away.” 
Frank did as I said and, mirroring him, I moved toward the wall I had been sitting next to a moment ago. After sitting down and crossing my legs again, I found myself able to breathe normally, though the metallic smell of old blood still assaulted my nostrils. At least Frank would have a whole second to react, now. 
“I heard you talking about me,” I said.
“You heard that?” 
“I hear everything.” 
“That’s unsettling.” 
“Try living down here.” 
“I think I could. Reminds me of a bar I used to frequent back in San Francisco. I’m sure I spent a few nights there.” 
“Frank.” 
“Fine.” He sighed deeply. “There’s no easy way to put this, so I’ll just come out with it. I think I know what’s wrong with you.” 
The very darkness seemed to tremble in the silence.
“That night in the woods,” he continued saying, “The night Aaron changed. The night the demon almost possessed you… I think it left a mark on you. I think that mark is responsible for everything that’s happened to you.” 
“You think the demon is still in me.”
“No, but I think a part of it is. Like residue that didn’t come all the way out when you spat the thing back to hell.” 
“I… don’t understand. It’s been so long since that night. I thought we were done with that.” 
“It must have lain dormant inside of you, but it’s woken up now and it’s making your power grow.” 
Wait… what? “Grow?” I asked. “Why is that a bad thing considering what we’re up against?” 
“You were never meant to contain that kind of power. You had us all going for a while, thinking you were fine with it, and then...” 
“Then what?”
“Never mind. The point is if it weren’t for these magick wards, I don’t even want to think about what might have happened to you. What you might have done.” 
“Great.” 
“Now isn’t the time to feel sorry for yourself, witch. You haven’t killed anyone yet.” 
“And I won’t because I’m going to stay right here where it’s safe. Where everyone’s safe.” 
“And what? Wait for the devil’s whore to show up and claim her prize?” 
“What choice do I have, Frank? I can’t go out there. I’ll hurt someone.” 
“You do have a choice. I’ve just presented you with one.” 
My cheeks were starting to flush. I could feel the blood rushing toward them like a flood gate had just opened. I sat there watching him, with my hands cupping my elbows, arms crossed just below my breasts. The chains made it difficult to sit comfortably, which didn’t help, but breath by hot breath I was trying my hardest to keep the beast from coming again. Not again. Not tonight. 
“What do you want to do?” I asked.
“I have something I think can help, but you need to be a witch for it to work.” 
“A witch?” 
“You need to come outside. Only for a moment. Just long enough for your soul to spark up again and for the sickness from my wards to wear off.” 
“I can’t do that, Frank. I can’t leave this cellar.” 
“You keep saying that, but you can’t stay in here forever. How long before these wear out?” 
“I’ll deal with that problem when I come to it.” 
“You’ll deal with it now!” 
My jaw fell open. I hadn’t heard Frank yell in a long time. Something stirred inside me, something sleeping just beneath the skin. “Leave!” I said.
“I’m not leaving.” 
I lurched forward, hands plastered against the floor. I could already feel my nails growing. “Frank!” 
“I came here to help you, dammit! We all just want to help you! Don’t you get it? Shut it away and tell it what to do.” 
“I c—c—can’t!” I’m coming. “Shut up! Go away!” 
I smacked my cheeks to try and push the anger down, to push the beast back, but it wasn’t working. My bones were aching, my muscles twitching and contracting, and my senses sharpening to the point where I could hear even the squeaking rats living in the walls and in the dirt. They were running scared, like they always did, scattering deeper into the earth. 
“Amber,” Frank said, but his voice was muffled, like I was hearing him through water.
“Three,” I said, “Eight. Nine. Eleven.” 
The tide of anger started to recede. My nails shortened again, but I still couldn’t move from where I was, hunched over myself and speaking into the stone floor. 
“What… what are you doing?” Frank asked.
“Two. Four. Three.” 
“Amber…” 
“One. Seven. Question Mark. Eighteen.” 
My body started to relax, my muscles and bones returning to normal before they could even have a chance to start transforming, but I needed to keep the logic puzzle going. I needed to solve it in my mind. Which letter replaces the question mark? I thought, and before I could find the answer, Frank had exited the cellar and thrown the door closed behind him.
The darkness and silence was total, and when my own dulled senses returned I sat up, settled into the lotus position, and started to hum like I had wanted to before Frank showed up.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 3
 
 
Aaron stared up at the fingernail moon still visible in the pale morning sky and found himself longing. From the ground, the moon seemed to almost be running away from the sun’s light as one rose in the east and the other set in the west. He likened them as a pair of lovers; one always chasing the other, locked in the cycle until the sun swells large enough to catch the moon and both turn to stardust. 
He’d spent a lot of time alone with his thoughts in recent weeks. While he hadn’t quite gotten used to the cabin itself, the smell of the surrounding woods had become familiar enough to be comfortable. He could sit out here on the porch, on a chair he bought at a garage sale, and watch winter unfold in shades of brown and grey and think only of the things that brought him joy. 
Hunting for food.
Driving fast cars. 
His future with Amber—his fiancée.
It seemed, to Aaron, like a lifetime had passed since he proposed to her during that picnic outing. It was just before she left to go to Berlin. He thought he had lost her, spooked her, but she had said yes. Amber, the girl with a history of commitment and trust issues, agreed to marry the very same ex-jock who used to poke fun at her in school. Go figure.
Aaron watched his breath form clouds in front of his face. The moment spun out, seemed to stretch into a pocket of eternity, and then continued. He would have been lost in that moment—lost to the recesses of his own mind—if the woods had remained quiet. 
Someone was coming.
Aaron perked up, stood, and scanned the porch, the front yard, and the tree-line. He saw his car, saw Frank’s car parked next to it, and tensed as the rumble of a big motorcycle crashed into his senses like a slow moving wave. From the porch Aaron watched the bike materialize from within the morning mist and recognized not only the bike but the rider, too. 
The rider dismounted and pulled a full-face black helmet off their head allowing a blood red waterfall of hair to cascade over her shoulders and back. She was wearing a black racing jacket zipped up to the collar and part of her face was covered by a red bandana worn as a bandit mask. Her once tanned skin seemed, in these woods, to be as pale as the mist she had come from, but her cheeks were lit up like orbs; warm and flushed.
“Where are the rest of them?” Aaron asked.
“It’s good to see you too, Cooper,” she said as she approached, crushing the ground beneath heavy boots. 
Her scent came rushing at him all at once, and he was thankful that—at least now—the smell was familiar. He thought it reminded him of honey laced with subtle, bitter venom, and remembered the parking-lot brawl they had the first time they caught a whiff of each other. The memory caused his lip to curl into a smile and his nerves to buzz excitedly.
“I’m sorry,” he said, “I was just expecting the rest of you.” 
“You’re lucky you have me,” she said, stepping up to the porch.
“I don’t understand.” 
“They aren’t coming, Aaron.” 
Aaron’s arms started to prickle and his gut went cold. “Why?” 
“The old wolf doesn’t want to send his pack into the middle of Nowhere, California, I guess.”
“I don’t fucking believe it.” 
“You’d better believe it. He asked you to stay in Nevada with us and you chose to come back here. Frankly I get it—you have a girl here—but he’s old blood; pack is everything to him.”
“That’s bullshit!” 
“No it isn’t, and you know it.” 
Aaron stood watching her, staring into eyes of warm summer, and swallowed his rage. She was right. Pack was everything to him, too; Frank, Damien, Amber… Collette… they were his pack. They’re the reason why he didn’t stay in Nevada with his father and the others. But he did stay with them for a while, and he ran with them. Didn’t that count for anything?
“I passed the trial,” he said. 
“Barely, and I had to help you through it.” 
“Did you come here to mock me?” 
“No, I came here to help, but I can leave if you want me to.” 
“Help? I thought my father wasn’t sending the pack.” 
“He didn’t send me,” Jackal said, taking Aaron’s chair and sitting down. “I came of my own volition.” 
“Why? I mean, why risk my father’s wrath?” 
“Wrath? I’m his beta. I’ll get chewed out a little when I get home but I’ve been chewed out before; no big. Besides, sounded on the phone like there might be a little fun to be had up here. Can’t blame a girl for not wanting to miss a good party.” 
“What’s going on here isn’t a joke,” Aaron said in a tone that made Jackal’s humor die a quick death. “I appreciate that you’re here, but if you’re going to stay and Marcus isn’t going to send anyone else, you need to know what you’re dealing with.” 
“Marcus won’t send anyone else,” she said. 
“He would if he knew what was good for him and his pack.” 
“Is that a threat? Because that’s my Alpha you’re talking about.”
“I’m not a threat but the thing that’s coming is. I thought I made that clear, but maybe I needed to be there in person to get through to him.”
“Listen,” she said, standing, “I know you probably feel like you need to get in your car, drive down to Vegas, and knock a few heads. But that’s not going to help your case.” Jackal approached and her eyes softened. “I’m here for you.” 
Aaron swallowed. Nodded. “I’m glad you’re here,” he said, “We’re going to need your help.” 
One werewolf was better than none. But she had said something that was true; he did want to go to Vegas and fight his case. Was that a good use of his time? Maybe, maybe not. If Amber were okay he would have already decided to go, but his hands were tied. At least, that’s what he told himself then; it’s what he told himself so that he could get through the moment without succumbing to impulsivity. 
Jackal’s hand slid off Aaron’s chest. “So, how about you tell me what the hell’s been going on up here?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 4
 
 
“Pull it together,” Damien said to himself in the mirror. “She can’t smell it.” 
He opened the tap and let ice cold water spill into his cupped hands before splashing it on his face. The cold seemed to snap the world into focus, but it didn’t cure the pain in his chest, so he produced a bottle of pills from his pocket and popped a couple. The Vicodin would stop the pain, at least for a while, but would it stop the smell? 
Damien, at great cost, pulled his shirt up and examined his bare chest. Even three weeks later the flesh was still red, still raw in some places, and scabbed over in most others. The lines of ripped skin were jagged and imperfect, deep, and agonizing to look at, but he had to. He needed to confront it, to acknowledge it, and move past it. Somehow. 
She didn’t mean to do it.
“That still looks rough.” 
Aaron’s voice crashed through the silence like a tree toppling over. Damien had left the bathroom door open… he must have. He pulled his shirt back down and pocketed the pills, then ran a little more cold water into his face and hair. 
“It’s fine,” he said. “It’ll heal.” 
“Magick won’t fix it?” 
“Magick’s the reason I’m still alive, but the wound is pretty resistant to it.” 
“Werecougar got me good once. Thought I was gonna die. Took ages to heal the wound naturally.” 
“Yeah, well, I’m not a werewolf, so…” 
Damien dried his hands off, probably a little excessively, on the towel next to the sink and went to leave the bathroom but Aaron was standing in the doorway and it didn’t look like he was going to go anywhere. His heart started to race, and his quickened heartrate made the wound on his chest throb with dull pain. 
“Look,” Aaron said, “We need to talk about this.” 
“There’s nothing to talk about.” 
“It’s been three weeks, man. Three weeks since it happened.” 
It was like being scratched with three red hot fire pokers. “I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
“I want you to let me apologise or something.” 
“You didn’t do it, Aaron.” 
“I know, but I was there and I wasn’t fast enough to get to you. I’m responsible for this too.” 
“Not as much as you think, and she didn’t know what she was doing anyway so we’re all good.” 
Damien tried to shove his body into Aaron’s to clear a path, but Aaron wasn’t going anywhere. It was like trying to push through a wall of flesh. Aaron was a lot stronger than Damien even when he wasn’t trying to be strong—that much was clear—and he wouldn’t get past without using magick. 
Am I really thinking about using magick on Aaron? 
“Damien,” Aaron said. 
“Look, what is it you actually want from me? It happened, I’m fine, let’s move along.” 
“I want you to forgive me. To forgive her. I want us to be friends again.”
Friends. “I don’t know what gave you the impression we weren’t friends, Aaron.” 
“You haven’t spoken to me since the night it happened. You bolted so fucking fast after, I never got a chance to talk to you or anything.” 
“Frank needed help finding the reliquary and you weren’t going to go anywhere.” 
“Don’t give me excuses, man. I think I know you better than that.” 
“Do you?” 
“We have more in common than you think.” 
“Amber?” 
“No. You had a messed up childhood too. Your parents weren’t there for you when you needed them. Mine weren’t either.”
“Difference is I wasn’t a dick to everyone within reach growing up.” 
Aaron’s lips pressed into a thin line; a line Damien knew he was crossing, but he had already committed to crossing it. He didn’t want to be aggressive, didn’t want to hold a grudge, but the night Amber—in a violent, blind rage—opened him up like a piñata, something changed inside of him. Snapped. Broke. And Aaron hadn’t been nearly as quick to rush to Damien’s side as he thought he had been.
Friends.
“That was low,” Aaron said. 
“I told you to leave it alone.” 
“We were kids.” 
“I didn’t mean to say that. I’m sorry.” 
“I came here to try and apologise, to talk to you like a human-fucking-being, and try to make things right. Nothing about the last month has been easy. For any of us. But if you’re more interested in holding a grudge, fine. Do what you want.”
Aaron stepped aside. Damien considered for a moment what to do next with the kind of careful deliberation of a bomb expert. Aaron was in need of absolution; that much was plain to see. He had never seen such regret on a man’s face before as he had then. But Damien was in need too, and his needs weren’t being met. 
He walked, slipping into the corridor and making his way toward the front of the house. 
“I’m marrying her, you know,” Aaron said. 
Damien stopped, but he didn’t turn around.
“I proposed before she went to Berlin, and she said yes.” 
It was as if vertigo had seized him in rough hands. His head started to spin and sway, his heartrate shot up, and his Adam’s apple began to furiously work, but still he didn’t turn. Didn’t speak. Instead he continued walking down the corridor, up the stairs adjoining the main room, and into the guest-bedroom which was home only to a tiny dresser and an old bed. He had seen Frank downstairs but he chose not to stop and speak to him. 
They’re getting married when this is over, he thought. But it wasn’t the thought of Amber marrying Aaron that got to him—or, at least, it wasn’t the leader of the pack of blind weasels running around in his mind. It was the idea that, when Amber and Aaron get married, what happens to Damien?
Where does Damien fit?
 
***
 
Where does Frank fit?
“Where does Frank what?” Frank asked, his eyes lifting from the book he was reading. He only realized after he had spoken that the living room was empty. And dusty. And old. Sure that he had heard someone speak, his gaze went to the duffle bag on the coffee table in front of him and the ram’s head inside. 
“You talking to me?” he asked the bag in his best Al Pacino voice. 
The bag didn’t reply. 
Frank set the book down on the table and tugged on the zipper like the bag was made of silk. The ram’s head skull seemed to pop out like a picture in a pop up storybook and looked at him accusingly. Most people couldn’t draw emotions out of the cold, dead eyes of a skull—but Frank could. Emotion was everything, everywhere, in everyone, and one could always draw it out if he knew how to look. 
This ram’s skull had been to more black masses than most devil worshippers would ever attend in their lifetimes, and had soaked up more raw emotion than a freshly dumped sixteen year old. It was a perfect reliquary—protected from the ravages of time, appropriate in design to house a servant of the adversary, and emotionally charged enough that even the slightest contact with skin could transfer all kinds of feelings to the person touching it.
Frank touched it and felt nothing, but that was only because he was good at shielding his mind from such power. What Frank wanted to do was get to the source—to open his eyes into the Nether and see past the bullshit, past the lies, and find out just how strong the demonic mark on Amber was. Once he knew that, he would know how much power he would need in order to take it out of her. At least, that was the plan.
But then he heard the thing inside the reliquary whispering, chattering, and screaming; an endless cacophony of pure, unbridled chaos. It was almost musical. Frank could swear he could hear a pattern in there somewhere, a cycle maybe; a cycle of suffering. 
When he opened his mind’s eye the world around him showed itself as a dim, distant representation of the material world. All of the living room furnishings were there—the fireplace, the chairs, the sofa—but it was like a picture with the contrast turned all the way up. Shadows were longer and darker, colors were richer, and the things that liked to hide in the invisible stood out whether they liked it or not. 
Frank stood, walked around the room, and got his bearings. When he looked at the skull he noticed it was covered in an aura of red and black tendrils pulsing and writhing around it, like hands each wanting to claim it for their own. He also noted the cold in the room, though this cold manifested itself visually; primarily as a mantle of glittering frost sitting atop every possible surface. 
He followed his instincts toward the cellar door and stood there, watching it, examining the glowing runes and symbols superimposed on the wood; runes of his own casting. The wards were holding, but they were weak—weak enough for Frank to be able to feel his way in through the cracks and seams in the magick. And when he did, he heard the whispers coming from the cellar. 
Incoherent, pained, and speaking in reverse; he couldn’t understand the voice, but he knew its meaning well enough. Amber wasn’t all the way possessed, not by a long shot, but there was still part of a demon inside of her, and it was the culprit for the sundering of her psyche. Her mind wouldn’t have cracked were it not for demonic intervention, but that’s what the demonic did. It sat, dormant and patient, and hid until the right time to strike came along. 
Add to that the emotional and psychological hits Amber took and you’ve got a recipe for disaster.
Frank moved away from the cellar and was about to return to his seat where his tall, skinny body sat waiting, when he heard something else. Something upstairs. More whispers? Surely not. He had attuned his mind to the demonic and expected to hear only two sets of whispers. Two. Not three. Three wasn’t good. He turned his eyes upwards and floated through the stone ceiling and followed the sound directly to its origin. 
When he emerged in Damien’s presence his heart could have stopped. 
It was a snake, a snake made of smoke and light, wrapped around Damien’s shoulders. Where’s its tail? He watched, bewildered and terrified, with his heart wedged in his throat pumping hot blood throughout his entire body. His hand went to his mouth, but the snake caught the movement and tilted its head up to give Frank a cocky look. 
A grin?
He shook himself out of the Nether and went to stand but yelped at the sight of a woman looming over him. 
“You okay?” she asked. 
Frank, with his hand on his pounding heart, swallowed hard. “Almost gave me a heart attack,” he said. He wasn’t kidding, either.
“Sorry. You looked like you were sleeping… or something.” 
“Who the fuck are you?” 
“Jackal. Aaron’s friend. You must be Frank.” 
“You know me but I don’t know you… and you’re friends with Aaron,” he said, standing. He was taller than her. “You must be a werewolf.” 
“I must be,” she said. 
“Fantastic.”
“Why’s that?” 
“Nothing,” he said, sliding past Jackal on his way to the stairs. “I think I just need a drink. It’s been a long day.” 
“Scared of werewolves?” 
Frank heard a thump, and it was the sound that made him turn toward her—not her weak attempt at getting a rise out of him. He knew werewolves well enough. Every time they meet someone they want to assert their dominance and find their place in the pecking order. Frank wouldn’t let Aaron sit on top of him; if this bitch thought she could intimidate him into submission she had better get stepping. 
“Did you touch that?” he asked, crossing toward the coffee table.
Jackal turned around. She had followed him so she was too far away to have knocked it over, but Frank asked anyway hoping—begging—for a yes. “No. Why?” she said.
Frank picked the ram’s head skull from off the ground. There, running diagonally from one side of the dead beast’s face to the other, was a fresh and notable split. As Frank’s fingers gently traced the line of cracked bone a heavy dread began to swell from the pit of his stomach, and in the back of his mind he heard the rising crescendo of a thousand pained screams rising to greet him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 5
 
 
Aaron stood in the back yard and watched the mid-afternoon scenery which was now awash with sunshine. The clouds above had managed to keep the sun at bay for a while, but as he stood there, drinking in the cold rural air, the heavens themselves parted and let the star’s brilliance shine through. 
Amber would have said this was a good sign; an omen. Something hopeful. Aaron had a hard time believing in omens like black cats, Friday the thirteenth, and throwing salt over your shoulder, but he would take all the good omens he could get if he thought they would do Amber any good. The thought of her sitting in that dank, dark cellar, day and night, with only herself and the stone walls for company… it was enough to stir the blood until only the tearing of an animal apart with one’s teeth could bring calmness back. 
But what could he do? The thought of going down there terrified him as much as it did her. Amber herself had forbidden him from going down there until she was ready, but would ready ever come? And even if it did, would she be in the right frame of mind to identify the moment or would it slip through her fingers like blood. 
“Lost in thought?” 
Jackal had crept up on him and her voice made him jump. “Jesus,” he said, turning to look at her, “Don’t sneak up on me like that.” 
“Sorry,” she said, “Why is everyone so jumpy around here? Besides the obvious.” 
Aaron didn’t reply. 
“Alright, I won’t ask,” she said, “Still, strange company you keep.”
“You’ve met Frank?” 
“No thanks to you; you’re not a very good host.” 
Aaron nodded, simply because he didn’t want to apologise. “Frank’s good people. Damien too.” 
“I haven’t met Damien, but I met Frank. Not sure what to make of him.” 
“He can be a little over the top sometimes but he’s family.”
“He’s pack.” 
“I guess.” 
Jackal’s nose twitched and she rubbed it. “They are or they aren’t. Which is it?” 
Aaron’s brow furrowed. What’s she getting at? “They aren’t wolves; how can they be pack?” 
There were times when Aaron considered Frank and Damien to be part of his pack. But whenever he thought of them in that way something always seemed to be missing. They couldn’t change shape, couldn’t hunt with him, and didn’t understand a lot of his wants and needs. This was a concept he battled with often, whenever the wolf in his heart sang for other wolves and not humans.
“You know,” she said, circling around him and stepping over twigs and snow, “Back home I have two dogs; a French bulldog called Bowie and a Terrier called Ziggy. They were scared of me at first, but they’ve gotten used to the pecking order at home. It goes me, then them, then everything else. Dogs are pack animals so they understand this concept pretty well, even if I can’t get them to stop chewing the fucking couch.”
“Who’s looking after them?” 
“A friend of mine. Anyway, that’s not important. The point I’m making is this; humans are pack animals too. They have a conscious, sentient mind that sometimes fucks with their baser instincts, but their instincts are still there and active. You might not see them as pack, they might not see you as Alpha, but the understanding is there just like it is with me and my dogs. They’re my pack and that bond extends to the others, too—Marcus and Rocky and stuff. So trust me. Frank and Damien are pack; and you’re their Alpha.” 
Aaron turned his face into the breeze and took a deep breath. He pursed his lips, thought for a moment, and said “I’m not the Alpha. Amber is. They do what she says.” 
Jackal’s right eyebrow went up. She nodded. “They were her friends first, weren’t they?” 
He nodded.
“I get it. The Aaron Cooper I knew back in Vegas probably wouldn’t have friended guys like Frank and Damien.” 
“He wouldn’t have, and he’d probably be worse off for it. Frank and Damien… they’re different, but they bring something to the table I can’t bring. Your toolbox can’t be full of only hammers; otherwise you’re only good for one thing.” 
“Sounds like lyrics to a song.” 
Aaron crossed his arms over his chest and turned toward the cabin. “We should get back inside.” 
“You want to go to Vegas, don’t you?” Jackal asked.
Again he turned, this time to face her. “What?” 
“That’s what you’re thinking right now. You hoped you had more pull with the pack there because you don’t feel like you have authority here. Now that Marcus said no, you want to go to Vegas and show him up. Prove to your dad you deserve more respect than that.” 
“How can you possibly be so sure of this?” 
“Because I know you, Aaron. I’ve smelled you at your best and at your worst. I was there every time you missed your girl and I was there when you brought your dad’s old car back to life and sent it roaring down the highway. I can smell it on you now—the need to be heard—I get it. But that isn’t your pack.” 
“You’re wrong.” 
Jackal squared up to Aaron. “Tell me how I’m wrong,” she said. 
He could smell her now too; a warm, feminine smell like honey dripping on a batch of fresh roses. Her hair had caught the sun’s light and was waving like blood-colored smoke in the breeze. The swell of her breast drew his eye as if it had its own field of gravity. He wondered how any man could possibly resist her and wondered if he would have been able to stop her if she had truly tried to take him on any of the many nights they spent sleeping in the same room. 
But nothing had happened between them, and the reminder of their loose familial ties broke the spell. 
“Marcus can help Amber,” Aaron said. “Marcus is more experienced than I am. Better at this than I am. He would know what to do with her.” 
“Yeah, he would know what to do, alright. He’d tell you to put her down before she hurts anyone else. Do you really want to drive all the way down to Vegas only to hear him say something like that?” 
“He wouldn’t dare,” Aaron said as the first heat of anger began to swell in his throat. He could imagine the words coming out of his father’s mouth in that gruff, old dog’s voice of his. Aaron figured his father was the kind of guy who would have no problem in saying to his son ‘Felix is dead and there’s nothing we can do for him. Now man up and bury the damn cat.’
But he wouldn’t do that to Aaron. 
He just wouldn’t. 
“Aaron, listen to me,” Jackal said, taking his hands in hers. “I can’t stop you from going, but I can get you to consider what I’m about to say because I’ve been a werewolf way longer than you have and I know what you’re thinking. Do you want to go because you really believe your father can help Amber better than you can, or do you want to go to satisfy your own ego?” 
Aaron stared at the summer sky in her eyes and wondered for a moment what her angle was. She didn’t know Amber, hadn’t met her in person before, and had only really known Aaron since the first time he showed up in Vegas. Did she care for him enough to stop him from doing something stupid, or was she just protecting her own hide? 
After all, if Aaron went down to Vegas to start some shit and Jackal—the beta—had let him, that wouldn’t look so great on her track record. 
There was also all the things she had said about Frank and Damien to consider. Were they his pack? Did Aaron now, by consequence of his living arrangements, find himself one of two werewolves in a pack of five? No, four. Collette’s gone. He swallowed the anger and let it fall back into the recesses of his gut like the bile that no one wants to taste but comes up anyway.
“I don’t—”
A shriek tore through the house and spilled outdoors loud enough and sharp enough to cut Aaron off from what he was about to say. 
In a split second, Aaron and Jackal were in motion; across the yard, through the back door, and into the kitchen. They stood, watching the cellar door, as beyond it a wild animal thrashed and raged. The high-pitched scream of agony dropped a couple of octaves and almost seemed to acquire a second tone as Amber’s human body succumbed to the wolf in an excruciating way. 
Jackal went for the doorknob and got as far as touching it before Aaron grabbed her hand and yanked her away. She screeched as the magick protecting the cellar door lashed at her fingertips, ripping a few layers of skin off as if the knob were made of molten lava. He could see the anger come rushing out of her like a red tide, but she held herself and only kicked a wooden stool down. 
“What the fuck!” she said.
“It’s magick. Are you okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine. Fuck. Is that… her down there?” 
The mad symphony of howls, roars, and pained moans floated up into the kitchen through the door and bathed Aaron and Jackal in the story of a chained wolf yearning for freedom. Aaron’s breathing quickened at the sound as he saw, first hand, just how far apart Amber and her wolf truly were. The animal was wild and untamed, and stronger than any other he had ever heard before. And now Jackal had heard it too.
Frank and Damien came rushing down the stairs when they heard the sound too and stood, frozen, at the threshold to the kitchen. The blood drained from their faces as the cacophony continued. Minutes—hours?—passed and it was as if the world itself had ceased to spin. And when the final furious, dreadfully sad howl sailed upwards, when the curtain fell and Amber’s beast lost its strength, Aaron dropped to his knees and cupped his face with his hands. 
He felt, in that moment, for Amber, and he felt for the wolf too. A picture may be worth a thousand words, but a howl doesn’t need a thousand words to make a point.
“It’s over,” Frank said, exhaling for the first time in what had felt like hours.
“Are you okay, Aaron?” Jackal asked. He felt her cool, healed, hand on his hot neck and didn’t have it in him to flinch. 
“She’ll sleep now,” he said. 
“Is it always like this?” Damien asked.
“Three weeks. This is how it’s been.” Aaron wiped his face clean and stood up. “I’ve gotta get her some food. I’ll need a towel, too. A fresh one. Should be some in the linen closet.” 
“I’ll get that,” Frank said before disappearing.
Damien lingered, seemingly lost in thought—maybe eyeing the door up and down a little too closely—and then left too. 
“No wolf should have to live like this,” Jackal said.
“She doesn’t have a choice. Neither of us do.” 
“Is she really that dangerous?” 
Aaron nodded. “She’s already hurt someone. She’ll hurt us all if she feels threatened.” He turned to the back door, removed his jacket, and laid it on the kitchen counter. “I have to hunt. You can come with me if you want.” 
Jackal followed him, also leaving her jacket on the counter by the door. When they got outside she said “You think you can go to Nevada with her caged up in there?” 
He looked at her then but he didn’t speak. 
His mind hadn’t been made up yet.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 6
 
 
Consciousness hit me like a brick to the face. I woke up as an unbearable throb of pain with copper hair. Every time I went to take a breath something inside of me stabbed outward, and when I wanted to move I found only resistance. No. The feeling was more like defiance. No, Amber, I won’t get up. Not after what you just did.
Only I couldn’t remember what I had just done. The last thing I remembered doing was… which number replaces the question mark? That’s right; the logic puzzle. It was the only memory available to me as I lay on my back, breathing harshly but healing; my only point of anchorage to the world where I’m a normal, functioning human being. 
As the throbbing began to subside and most of the pain points in my body numbed into almost nothing, I found my strength returning. It took a moment, but I got to my knees and from there was able to sit on my backside. My stomach demanded placation, but all I could think about was how I had let it happen again. 
Every time I change forms, every time I allow the beast an inch, I would wake up to find a piece of me somehow missing. It wasn’t a feeling I could measure or quantify. I couldn’t give someone a percentage if they asked; only that with every passing ‘episode’ I could feel the wolf gaining more and more ground. And then what? Then it takes over entirely? To do what? To hunt, kill, and mate, I guess.
Mate. That’s what animals do, isn’t it? Mate. Breed. Expand the species. Werewolves aren’t bitten like in the movies, they’re born. Something in their DNA or genetic material makes them change one night under the light of the moon. Or maybe it’s spiritual; like a marking of some kind. But that only begs more questions about the werewolf condition: is it a medical condition or a spiritual one?
Whatever it was I didn’t want it anymore, and I was only going to get rid of it by not letting the wolf gain any more ground over my psyche.
It took a moment but I managed to find the lotus position with my legs and relax. Meditation would help. My body was healing but my bones and joints still creaked and ached when I moved. The pain wasn’t so bad; the sounds were probably the worst thing about the experience of shapeshifting. Bones weren’t meant to crack like that. They also weren’t meant to heal as fast as mine did. 
What’s that about closed doors and opened windows?
After a while I decided to stand, stretch, and turn around. There, in the wall, behind a loose stone, was a key; the key to my shackles. I had had enough of being tied down for one day and needed a walk and maybe some water. The beast didn’t usually come back immediately after waking up from an episode so I figured I was safe, although the distinct chance of this being the exception sat on my shoulders like a fat, ugly, furry gremlin. 
Cunning and clever as this beast was, it wouldn’t have the patience to pull a key from the wall and unlock the shackles. And if it tried changing shape, to a smaller form, while I was in them the shackles would shrink to match it. They were magick. So the only way it could break free from the restraints and head right for that flimsy wooden door at the top of the stairs was if I let it. 
Still, I trusted myself. So I yanked the key out of the hole in the wall and, one by one, undid the restraints. My arms and legs thanked me, and as I washed my face in the adjoining bathroom I found myself appreciating what we had all built around the bones of the cottage we had found Collette in. It was meant for her, a place for her to call home; a place for her to turn into a home. But then Linezka happened. I knew Collette would have wanted us to enjoy the home we had built together with hard work, elbow grease, and magick, but then I happened.
Maybe, one day, we would get to enjoy this place as she would have wanted us to.
A soft moan coming from outside the bathroom door snapped me back into my skin and made it prickle all over. Was that a hum? Is someone in there? I had just washed my hands and face when I heard it, so I wiped off with a towel and approached the door that led back into my holding cell like I was walking on eggshells.
I heard it again, parts of a melody floating on a breeze, only this time the humming was louder and it was definitely coming from within the cellar. The voice was female, soft, and distant—but familiar. And it wasn’t until I stepped through the door into the other room that I found what I believed to be the source of the humming.
There, in the corner of the room, shrouded by a mantle of shadow even blacker than the darkness around it, the silhouette of a person existed. My heart started to thump hard against my chest, and with each pump of blood the terror groping for my throat from the inside seemed to get a little closer to its mark. All emotions eventually led to the beast, and I wasn’t in my chains. 
The humming came again, though this time I watched the silhouette move, too. It shot from one corner of darkness to the other. The room was all dark save for a trickle of light coming in from the window in the bathroom, but the darkness was thickest in some parts more than most and impenetrably dark wherever the shadow stood. I watched, terror-struck, as the thing writhed and moved, entranced and dumbfounded by what I was seeing and hearing. 
Then it hit me. 
Demon.
I wanted to swallow, but my throat wasn’t responding. How did a demon get in here? Is it even a demon? 
Fear mixed with impatience to produce a shot of anger that went straight for my heart. “Who are you?” I said. 
The thing didn’t speak, instead it moved from the westernmost corner to the easternmost; the one closest to me. It had no legs that I could see, but the torso, the arms, and the head were all present and visible as black impressions upon a black backdrop. This is what a black hole must look like up close: the total and complete absence of light from a body with a shape defined by its surroundings. But as the shadow approached, and the aura of cold behind it—another telltale sign of the demonic—, I found that my heart started to slow, and my shaky hands had stopped shaking.
I circled into the cellar, avoiding the easternmost corner, and made my way toward the chains with the iron key firmly in my hand. The black impression seemed to follow me with its head, and it continued to hum. I was starting to think this thing wasn’t a demon at all but, rather…
A catch wedged itself in my throat. 
“Collette?” I said, choking the word out. 
The faintest of cold spots caressed my cheek. My entire body shivered from the cold, and then the tears came. I wasn’t sure. Still wasn’t sure. But whatever this thing was, it reminded me of her. The memory of her moment of death came screaming out of the back of my mind like a hellhound straight out of the fiery pit which spawned it. Only the flames surrounding this hound were Darkfire green, and its face was that of Linezka; the devil’s whore. 
I bolted across the room as the anger began to bubble and quickly shoved the key back into the hole, covering it with the rock. Before I could fit my leg into the open manacle, another cold spot on my other cheek stopped me. The shadow was directly in front of me now, writhing and swaying like black ink in water; ink with a shape. 
“Cheri,” I said, struggling with the tears, “If it’s you, I need to know.” 
Another piece of a melody came, only this one felt urgent, like a rushed lullaby. 
“I can’t…” I said, “I can’t hear you. I don’t have my power.” The shadow started to retreat into the darkness. “No! Don’t!” 
I took a step toward it and realized that anymore steps would bring me dangerously close to the staircase leading up to the kitchen. The staircase was under magical protection, but if Collette was in here—or even if this was a demon—it meant the wards were weaker than they had been when Frank first put them together. 
If the wards were cracking, then maybe I could find a connection to my own power if I went high enough; like cell reception. 
Cell reception? Really? 
The shadow melted into the area of darkness beneath the stairs. I listened as the humming started to grow more and more distant. I took another step in pursuit of the shadow, scanned the stairs—even counted them—as pearls of sweat broke out on my forehead. For a moment I was considering it, considering a partial escape. 
No! I can’t. 
Like a startled animal I rushed at the chains, locked myself in, and let myself fall to the floor. I watched the shadow until it disappeared and listened to the hum fade into nothingness. If that was Collette, she had something to tell me. If it was a demon, it had almost tempted me into breaking free of my restraints and potentially killing everyone upstairs. 
The worst part was that I could feel the power calling me. Like rain water dripping between the seams of cracked rocks, it had made itself known to me. This wasn’t some alien, outside force. This was me. My power. The thing that defined me. The part of my soul I had chosen to throw outside into the cold. The thing I had been born with. It felt like a woolen blanket in front of a fireplace. Like a glass of mulled wine and a box of gingerbread cookies. 
It felt like home. 
“Three, six, two,” I said as I lay on my back, silent tears streaming down my face. “Seven. One. Question mark. Four. What number replaces the question mark?” 
Six, six, six.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 7
 
 
It wasn’t an ego trip. Marcus had experience, Marcus had authority, and Marcus had the pack. Aaron needed Marcus’ help with Amber, and that’s why he wanted to go to Nevada—not to avenge his own sense of self-worth. So his own kind, his own blood, wouldn’t lend a helping hand. Whatever. He had gotten by with less before and he would again. In all the time he had been up here with Amber, not once had he ever needed anyone else’s help. 
The more he mulled it over in his head, the more the guilt squeezed his stomach. Would he really have left Amber behind to go to Vegas? It was a long drive last time. Sure, he could have broken the speed limit and made it there in a few hours. But what if things didn’t go smoothly with his father and the pack while he was down there? He didn’t know that he could trust Frank and Damien to stand up to whatever challenges Amber could throw at them, even from prison. Worst of all, he knew he could trust her even less.
Aaron stood from his bed, opened the closet, and produced a set of clothes. Amber’s clothes. A pair of jeans, a shirt, a sweater. He also grabbed a fresh towel from the bathroom and placed it on the pile with Amber’s things. She would wake up hungry after her last episode, and Aaron had a freshly killed deer waiting in the kitchen for her. But he wouldn’t give her the meat and leave her to it this time. This time he would go in and talk to her while she ate. 
Fuck it. 
He nodded, convincing himself that it was time to go and see her. Then he grabbed her things, headed down to the kitchen, and pulled a plate of freshly cut sirloin from out of the fridge. This one, though, wasn’t like the other steaks he had given her; it wasn’t a raw cutlet of meat he had tossed into the dark cellar for her to devour. This one he cooked. He let it sizzle on the pan for a while, adding some herbs and spices to it. A little salt, a little pepper. Human touches. He didn’t let it cook for too long, though. Nobody liked a burnt steak, least of all Amber—even at the best of times. 
This wasn’t the best of times. 
This time, he had a reason for giving the food a human touch. Maybe he had been going about this all wrong. Maybe she made a mistake in wanting to be chained up like an animal in the cellar, and maybe he had made a mistake in feeding her raw cuts of meat freshly taken from whatever dead animal Aaron had managed to snatch on one of his hunts. Amber hadn’t caught the beast herself, but the act of eating the meat raw and bloody probably wasn’t helping her assert her humanity. 
When the steak was cooked, Aaron took the plate and the clothes and walked toward the cellar door. He turned the knob, knowing the magick wouldn’t affect him—Frank’s doing—and let it swing wide. As ambient light from the outside fell into the dark cellar, creating a rectangular shaft of illumination that went all the way to the floor, Aaron waited. He wanted to know if she was awake and aware, if she was in the right frame of mind to accept him. He did hear something in there, but it wasn’t a chained animal caught in a pained fury; it was a woman… sobbing.
“Amber?” Aaron said as he rushed down the stairs two at a time. “Amber!” 
He found her in the dark, laying on her back, sobbing into the ceiling. Dropping the clothes from his hands, Aaron carefully sat the plate with the steak on it down so that it wouldn’t break. He ran to her, took her in his arms, and cradled her. The emotion came pouring out of him in a great big push that threatened to send him into a fit of tears or a fit of anger, but neither happened for now and Aaron was able to keep his cool.
“Amber,” he said, tapping her face, “Please talk to me.” 
She was unresponsive and limp in his arms. Her dirty face was wet with tears and her mouth slack open and sobbing. He had never seen her like this before, and his heart was breaking for her.
A moment passed, and then another. The sobbing stopped. Amber’s neck seemed to gain a little strength and she tilted her head up to look at him. In the dark and the silence he could hear her heart beating fast, and when she saw him it sped up to a breakneck speed. He ran his hand over the side of her face, brushing the wet, mottled hair away despite being almost unable to see her. Then he felt the chains around her, and while he knew they were necessary—for her as well as for him—he hated them. 
“I’m going to get you out of these,” Aaron said.
“No,” she said, “No, Aaron, stop.” But her voice was weak. The fight had left her. Something had happened to her down here, recently, for her to be the way she was. 
He laid her head on the ground, got up, and groped in the dark for the loose rock and the key to the shackles. 
“Aaron, you can’t—I’ll hurt you.” 
“You won’t,” he said as he unlocked the manacles around her feet. “I trust you.” 
Amber’s nose worked. Aaron heard her stomach rumble and a smile crossed his face as he released her wrists from their restraints. Immediately scrambling toward the source of the smell, she used her bare hands to grasp the steak and began taking great big bites, pausing only to breathe, chew, and swallow. He had provided a knife and fork, but…
“Slow down,” Aaron said, circling around her, “You’ll make yourself sick.” But he got no reply save for the growls of a starved animal ripping meat with her teeth, chewing, swallowing, and breathing. The steak was gone in moments and while Amber sat there, breathing through the last of it, he walked around her and squatted. 
“I brought you some clothes,” Aaron said. “We should get you cleaned up.” 
Amber suddenly lurched and placed her hand over her mouth. On her hands and knees, she began to heave as her body fought against something. The steak? Maybe he had made a mistake in cooking it. What if her body wasn’t ready to accept something cooked after having eaten raw food for three weeks?
He reached for her shoulder to comfort her, but she batted his hand away. When she looked up at him he saw, in the darkness, not the eyes of the woman he’d proposed to less than a moon’s turn ago, but something else. Something not quite human but not quite wolf, either. It looked at Aaron, then at the light spilling in through the open door to the cellar, then back at Aaron again. 
No…
“Aaron,” she said. Her breathing had become quick and short, and he could see the yellow coming out of her eyes like some kind of mad glow. 
“Amber, listen to me. Listen to me!” 
But Amber couldn’t hear him; she was already gone.
He rose to his feet in an instant and backed up just as she pounced, but when she landed on him her body wasn’t human anymore—it was a machine of muscle and bone with a snout full of teeth made for killing. The weight of her body sent him to his back and he only narrowly avoided the snap of her jaws by ducking to one side. 
She looked up at the light which caught the hue of her fur—red in the darkness—and the yellow glint in her eyes. Aaron saw the instinct, the need, and the want for freedom manifest in that fragment of a second that seemed to stretch like a dream. The wolf had taken Amber’s skin and planned to rush at the door, but it didn’t know the wards could kill her if she tried. He could almost see in his mind how the future might play out. 
Aaron would wear his wolf-beast form and topple Amber over with his superior body weight. Then he would make a run for the door, smashing the cellar stairs as he went, and crash into the kitchen above. Amber would follow, tearing chunks of flesh, muscle, and blood out of his back until the magick wards did the exact same thing to her. 
That was, if the wards held.
He grabbed her by the ear, pulled it hard, and when she turned to snap at his face he had already taken the wolf-beast form. Her teeth met tough hide and she managed to pierce the skin above his brow, but it was only a scratch. Aaron leveraged his weight and rolled Amber onto her back, kicking her into the darkness, away from the door. 
When she got up to charge, he was ready for her with his big wolf-like feet pressed firmly against the ground, claws dug into the stone. The red wolf met him in the center of the cellar and he absorbed the blow to his abdomen. When her claws came, he batted her arms aside as best he could. As he was facing her, any rake that escaped his blocks was met with the tough skin of his carefully positioned shoulders and chest, instead of his more vulnerable gut. 
Aaron grabbed her by the throat and pinned her up against one of the walls. She snapped and yipped, and when her claw went for his side he couldn’t brace or absorb it. The claws sank deep, tearing through his hide like it wasn’t there. Aaron screamed in pain, and then putting all of the strength into the ropy muscles of his shoulders, he pushed his entire body against her and pinned her arms and face against the wall. She thrashed, kicked, wailed and howled. Scratched, clawed, and wriggled. But she wasn’t breaking free. Not now. Aaron had made a choice to stay and wrestle her until she was calm, and that was exactly what he was going to do. 
Her wolf wasn’t like his. Amber’s wolf was untrained and wet at the nose. It was quick to burn out, relying on a quick burst of power to achieve what it wanted instead of allowing itself the time to think, to rest between bouts. In this, Aaron had the upper hand. He knew the limits of his patience, of his endurance, and he knew the limits of hers having heard her scream and howl for weeks. 
Twelve minutes at a time; that’s how long her episodes lasted. 
When the twelfth minute came, not that Aaron was able to count, Amber’s body began to feel lighter against his. Aaron allowed his form to shrink with hers, and when they were both human again he caught her before she could fall to the floor. Blood was still trickling down his side and his body was covered in scratches and bruises, but she was calm now and she hadn’t gotten out.
She would be hurt, confused, and hungry when she woke up, but he would be there holding her this time.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8
 
 
His hands stuck to my skin like soft fire. I didn’t want him to stop touching me, to let me go, not even for a second. Trails of goose-flesh blossomed over my skin wherever his fingertips went, setting my heart alight with love and lust. Aaron was speaking to me while he helped wash my back in the bath, but the sound of my thumping heart was choking the words out of his mouth. Too long. It had been too long since we just sat in silence together. 
But it wouldn’t last. 
We both knew the moment would pass, and then everything would go back to the way it had been for weeks. Three weeks, the way Aaron tells it. Though for me the number seemed abstract. Unimportant. I could have spent a life sentence down in the cellar and not have noticed. Minutes and hours blended into each other like droplets of rainwater collecting to form a pool; a pool of time I would never rise up from.
“How are you feeling?” he asked, and the echo of his voice sent me into my mind again. 
“I want to know how you are,” I said, though speaking required great effort. “I hurt you.” 
“It’s nothing.” 
“You always say that. I know I hurt you bad, though… and I’m sorry.” 
Aaron had drained the tub twice since I stepped into it. I was awake by the time he was ready to lower me into it. The first time I immersed myself in the lukewarm water it turned brown-red within seconds. Unusable. The second time, it took a little longer for the water to become murky, though the crimson hue remained. Blood. Lots and lots of blood.
“You don’t have to apologise,” he said as he wrung the sponge out over my back. 
“Use your hands to wash the soap off… please.” 
Aaron did as I asked, making soft, slow, gentle circles all over my back with his hands, dipping them under the waterline and then bringing them back up to let the water cascade off my shoulders. 
“Do you remember your conversation with Frank?” Aaron asked.
“Some of it. Pieces.” 
“What do you remember?” 
“He said I may still have a piece of the demon inside of me. He thinks it’s responsible for what’s happening.” 
Aaron nodded. I couldn’t see him, but I could feel the motions in his hands. “That’s what he’s told me, too.” 
“You believe it?” 
“I do. I know something isn’t right with you, and Frank’s always been on the ball with this kind of thing.” 
“He is…” I said, trailing off. “I can’t imagine he’s enjoyed stepping back into the role of guide, slash, mentor.” 
“I don’t know. Frank enjoys telling people how it is. He’s been tapped out, though. I can see it in his eyes.” 
What do I say to that? They’re all tapped out because of me. “I’m sorry.”
“Hey,” he said, turning my chin toward him. “None of this is your fault. You didn’t do anything wrong.” 
I nodded. A weak nod, but it would have to do.
“There’s something else,” Aaron said.
“I know. I can… smell it on you.” 
“Frank has a plan. Has he told you about it?” 
“No,” I said. Aaron grabbed the towel from the sink and stood by the side of the tub. I stood too, covering my naked breasts and lowering my head as I stepped onto the mat. Aaron wrapped me in the towel and rubbed my shoulders. Somehow I couldn’t bring myself to look him in the eye. All I wanted to do was curl into his chest and sleep. “Tell me what the plan is,” I said. 
A heart-beat passed. “It’s not pretty. I don’t like it, but I have to trust he knows what’s best for you. Better than I do, at least in this.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“When Frank came back he brought something back with him. He calls it a reliquary.” 
My stomach twisted and my skin went cold. I could feel my fingers going numb. He didn’t need to tell me what a reliquary was. I probably knew better than he did, anyway. “Why did he… why would he bring something like that here?” 
“He has a ritual in mind, something designed to clean you of whatever mark that demon left on you. But it means… infecting you with another one and then pulling it all out of you.” 
“Another demon,” I said, not really looking at him but past him. Another demonic possession. Almost didn’t make it out of the last one.

“I’ve told him I don’t like it. I mean, what if it doesn’t work?” Aaron said, “What if we can’t get it out of you? What if—”
“Frank’s right,” I said. “It’s… the only way.” 
“What?” Aaron didn’t expect me to agree.
“A demonic mark is all but invisible to regular magick. It’s like a bloodstain. You can clean it out, but it’ll shine under a blacklight. It never really disappears and you can’t get it out with magick. Only an exorcism can do it.”
“How do you know all this?” 
“I’ve studied demons and religion before, remember?” I’d also had time to think about the situation since Frank’s visit. What else was there to do down here but think?
“So you’re okay with this?” Aaron asked.
“No,” I said, shaking my head, “I’m terrified. But what choice do I have?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Aaron wrapped me in his arms and pressed me against his body. We hugged for a moment, enjoying the fact that I had somehow managed to be myself for the last… well, I didn’t have a watch, but it had been a long time. The wolf hadn’t come. It wasn’t Aaron’s presence that had kept the wolf back. In fact, it had been Aaron’s presence that usually coaxed the wolf out. Maybe it was the bath? Being clean? Being human.
“Frank wants me to leave the cellar,” I said, “He didn’t fill me in on all the details when he came down but he told me I need to be a witch for this to work.” 
Aaron nodded.
“I don’t know if I can do that. I don’t know if it’s safe for me to go out there. I’m not ready. Look at what I just did to you.”
“But look at how calm you’ve been with me now. Maybe now is the time.” 
“Now?” Fear gripped my throat again and squeezed. The room started to sway and that cold thing happened to my stomach. All of these things came at once, like a dizzying burst of anxiety. “Aaron… I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 
“You can’t stay in here forever.” 
“I know I can’t.”
“The wards are failing.” 
“I know, Aar—”
His lips found mine and they pressed together like they were meant to. Whatever anger was about to come to the fore, roused by the anxiety, the fear, the uncertainty, the strength of Aaron’s kiss seemed to squash it and push it down. Down, down, down. I almost couldn’t believe the power of his passion, or the extent of my own. 
My hands felt for his belt, searching hungrily for that which made him a man, but they were met with another set of hands and denied. 
“No,” he said, “You can’t. We can’t.” 
“Why,” I said, biting his lower lip. “We can.” 
“I need you whole again. I can’t have you while you’re sick.” 
Sick.
I hadn’t thought of it like a sickness. Even after Frank had said it, I hadn’t considered my condition to be similar to someone lying in a hospital bed, waiting for treatment. But now that Aaron said it, now that it had hit me in the chest, it made sense. I was sick. The pause, the denial, and the word—sick—dampened the fires of my lust to cold ash, and I nodded. 
“I’m sorry,” I said, “I don’t know what came over me.” 
“Probably the same thing that I’ve been fighting ever since you stepped into that tub.” 
I kissed him again. He had said what I needed to hear. The doctor had a cure; all I had to do was get out of bed and accept his help. 
Aaron handed me the clothes he had brought down and I dressed myself, noting that he hadn’t provided any shoes… or socks... or underwear. I guessed I had left a trail of destroyed clothes and shoes in the wake of each of my transformations and he was just being cautious. But it meant he was expecting me to transform again, and that made my heart race with dread.
It was now or never, though. The wards were failing, sure, but Frank and Damien could cast them again or reinforce them if they had enough time. That wasn’t the issue. The issue was that I was hiding in a cabin in the middle of the woods while Linezka still roamed the world, happy as could fucking be. That I couldn’t stand.
We got as far as the foot of the stairs. 
“Are you okay?” Aaron asked, his voice echoing through the now empty cellar. 
I scanned the darkness around me and caught the glint of the now limp chains on the floor. This place had been my home and my prison. I felt like an inmate about to be released; only this inmate knew she’d offend again. Knew it would only be a matter of time before she was sent right back here, kicking and screaming. 
I’ll see you soon. “Yeah,” I said, “I’m fine.” 
“I need you to say these words,” he said, “It’s the incantation that’ll let you get out.” 
I nodded. 
“Bide the Wiccan law—”
“The rede?” 
Aaron nodded. 
“I never would have thought of that.” 
“Neither would the wolf.” 
A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth as I remembered just how much the Wiccan Rede had meant to me. I had met Damien through the pretense that we were both Wiccans. Eliza and I had spent many, many years drinking and chanting by the banks of the Geordie, venerating the God and Goddess. Somewhere deep inside, part of me felt like I had lost my way.
I took a breath, gripped Aaron’s hand, and we both said: 
“Bide the Wiccan law ye must, in perfect love and perfect trust. Eight words the Wiccan Rede fulfil; an’ ye harm none, do what ye will. What ye send forth comes back to thee, so ever mind the Rule of Three. Follow this with mind and heart, merry ye meet and merry ye part.” 
Aaron climbed the first riser, and with my hand on the hand-rail, I followed. I wasn’t sure what I expected. A surge of magick? Some kind of epic shaking of the very earth itself? But a trickle of power, or a tingling of flesh, maybe even just a loosening of pressure; any sign that I had returned to my former power would have been welcomed. 
But nothing happened, and as I stepped—for the first time in weeks—out of the cellar and into the blinding light, light I had to shield my eyes from, I found myself wondering if I had lost my magick for good.
“Aaron?” I said, still covering my eyes. 
“I’m here,” he said, squeezing my hand. “I’m not going anywhere.” 
“I don’t feel anything. I can’t… I can’t feel… can’t…” 
My heart started to pound. Aaron was speaking, but it was like I had been submerged in water. The world spun around and around, and were it not for Aaron’s hand I would have tumbled straight back into the cellar. But I didn’t. I stood firm for as long as I could as an immense pressure descended from the sky, forcing me to my knees as if I were some kind of supplicant. 
The pressure came in waves, each one heavier than the last. They were like pulses. Wham. Wham. Wham. And with each pulse my head dipped closer and closer to the floor. But my body—something was happening to my body. It felt like my skin was ablaze with moon fire, with the cold, soundless flame of the Goddess; her essence, her presence made manifest. Every inch of my skin was tingling, vibrating as it had done so many times in the past. As I endured the shock of my reconnection to the raw, primordial plane of magick, the wolf hiding in my heart stirred and smelled the power it had almost forgotten; salivating at the chance for another taste.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9
 
 
Frank wasn’t exactly known for being able to hold his breath. A great many late nights spent beneath the waterline of some guy’s Jacuzzi would attest to that. Especially if the guy in question had a wife, and she was asking as to the nature of her husband’s random moonlight dip while Frank went blue in the face. 
When Amber stepped out of that cellar, when the power came rushing at her like a roll of thunder—or an earthquake—Frank couldn’t help but suck in air and watch until it was over. Then and only then, at the point where the earth went still and the only sound he could hear was the beating of his own heart, could Frank exhale.
He scanned the living room, which he had painstakingly turned into a ritual space, for any sign of damage. The table hadn’t collapsed and the ceiling supports were holding, but a lamp-shade had fallen over leaving pieces of broken lightbulb glass lying around. Frank released his vice-grip on the ram’s head skull and carefully placed it on the couch before heading into the kitchen. 
Dusk had settled, and the honey glow of the setting sun bathed the room in beautiful golds and browns. Amber stood at the center of it all like some kind of Goddess; tall, glowing, and strong. Fuck if she was strong. He had to stop at the arch to the kitchen fearing close proximity to her could in some way hurt him. Almost felt like getting too close to an oven. 
“When should we run?” Frank asked, his nasally voice slicing through the silence.
“I don’t think we need to,” Aaron said. 
Amber shook her head. Her copper hair was wet and dark, but tresses of steam were rising from it. “I’m okay,” she said, “I just need—”
She staggered forward, stuck her hand out, and broke her fall on the kitchen counter. Aaron was fast enough to grab her torso to stop her from completely going down. When he pulled her upright again Frank noticed her hands were shaking. 
“Like hell if you’re okay, witch,” Frank said, “Causing earthquakes and shit.” 
“I… don’t think that’ll happen again,” she said. 
And Frank believed her. At least, he believed she wouldn’t do it of her own accord. But her temper, which had already been legendary, had been drinking energy drinks for the last three weeks and he didn’t trust her to be able to keep it in her pants. 
“Let’s get this done, then,” he said.
“Where’s Damien? And Jackal?” Amber asked.
“Here,” Damien said, stepping up behind Frank. He had been helping to set the ritual space up. “Jackal’s outside.” 
“Outside? Why?” 
“We’ve told her to wait outside just in case…” Aaron said.
“In case what?” 
“You know… in case she needs to play fullback with you.”
“Oh. Yeah, okay.” 
Aaron ushered Amber through the arch and into the living room, and Damien cleared away from them like the red sea parting for Moses. Frank could sense the fear ebbing from him in pulses of hot, primal emotion. The fear was instinctual, not rational. Damien couldn’t control it any better than someone with a phobia of tiny spiders. 
That’s gonna be a problem, Frank thought, like we need more of them.
He shook his head, tossing the thought away for now, and led Amber gently into the circle he had drawn into the wooden floor with chalk. The circle was a large, elaborate thing surrounded by intricate runes—Nordic and Gaelic—, interwoven by a five point star, and accented with invocations to the Catholic God in Latin. Whether one believed in what the Bible preached or not was irrelevant; demons believed, and that’s why the words and the meaning behind them had power over the angry little bastards.
“Frank?” Amber asked in a mousy voice.
He took his eyes away from the book of shadows in which he had written the details of the ritual and the following exorcism. “Yeah?”
“Are you sure about this?” 
Frank put the book down and rubbed the space between his eyes. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.” 
“You’re gonna be okay,” Aaron said. “Everyone’s gonna be okay.” 
Frank watched Aaron let Amber loose and walk to the side of the room, away from the circle. A moment later, Frank picked the skull up from the sofa and placed it at the head of the pentacle, in the space between two points. He felt the jolt of memory spark up in Amber’s mind and recalled it with her; that moment on the Ever Dark Mesa, just before the man who killed Joanna and Lilly plunged a dagger into her gut. There had been a pentacle in chalk on the ground there too, and a ram’s head skull. 
Frank hoped she wouldn’t make the connection; that she wouldn’t recognize it as the same one she had seen that night. 
“How do you feel?” Frank asked. 
“Tingly,” Amber said. “Nervous.” 
“You need to be calm. Think of flowers or fields, water, clouds.” 
“A fireplace, a blanket, a good book,” she said, eyes closed. 
“Those work too. The rest of you, get back. Like, right the fuck back. You don’t want this thing touching you.” 
Damien backed straight into a corner on the far side of the room, next to the fireplace. Aaron slipped through the arch into the kitchen again and watched from a distance, ready to act at a moment’s notice judging by his cocked stance. Frank, meanwhile, stepped into the circle with Amber. A smile crossed his lips and she returned it, though the smile wasn’t genuine. On either of their parts. 
His eyes went to the ram’s head, then to Damien. Damien’s eyes were low, his body tense, and his aura bursting at the seams with anxious energy. Frank didn’t like that. Not after what he had seen in the Nether. The literal snake in the grass. He would have to play it down and fly under the radar. If it was a demon, Frank needed to be a better liar than it. 
Frank cleared his throat. Amber stared at him, doe eyed but hard lipped, and nodded to indicate her readiness. “Daemonium,” Frank said, staring at the ram’s head skull, “I ad te clamavi. In nomine patris, et filii, et spiritus sancti. Surgere.” 
The words flowed through him like he was meant to say them. The first part of the invocation was easy; command the demon to come in the name of the father, the son, and the holy spirit. Infuse the words with a touch of magick to replace the need for a priest, and few demons could resist. It was at once a command and an enticement, and when the ram’s skull tipped to one side on its own, Frank knew the thing inside had heard.
He waited and then repeated the verse, giving power to the word surgere—which meant rise. His flesh crawled like a thousand ants were walking over him. In his head, his pulse began to pound. But it was Damien’s wide eyes, the sudden expression of shock on his face, which made the blood in Frank’s face drain like some tap had been opened. 
When he turned around he saw it: one of the sofas was levitating a clear six inches off the ground.
“It’s here,” Damien said. 
“No,” Frank said, “That’s not the demon’s doing.” He snapped around to look at Amber. Her eyes had gone white and her mouth was slack open in a lazy O shape. Even Frank went cold at the sight. 
“What’s happening?” Aaron asked.
“I don’t know,” Frank said, “Gimme a minute.”
“Amber?” Aaron started to approach, but Frank’s hand went up and Aaron stopped. 
“Don’t you dare enter this circle. Either of you. I need to—”
Amber’s eyes returned to normal. She dropped to her knees, held the sides of her head, and screamed all of the air out of her lungs. Frank took a step back, though he remained in the circle watching her. Her scream seemed to go on for minutes, piercing Frank’s ears and cracking windows all around the living room. 
Jackal, who was waiting outside, screamed too—though hers was a scream of bodily pain. Amber’s was spiritual.
“Amber,” Frank said, “What’s happening? You need to talk to me.” 
“The wolf!” she said, “It’s trying to get to my magick!” 
“Stop it. Block it out.”
“I can’t!” 
The sofa at Frank’s back jerked, rose a few inches off the ground, and came slamming back down. Then it went up again, and then down, like it was dancing. An armchair in the corner of the room joined the sofa’s dance. The fallen lampshade came up and flew across the room, almost hitting Frank across the head. And then the doors started to open and close. Frank looked over his shoulder and saw Jackal in the window. She was circling the house, but it was as if she couldn’t get too near it; like the house had some kind of force field around it. 
“The ram!” Damien said, and he leapt for it, plucking it out of midair and forcing it back into its spot on the ground. 
“Don’t let the ritual space be broken,” Frank said, “We’ve already started—we can’t stop now!”
“We have to stop!” Aaron said, “This isn’t safe!” 
“If we stop now I lose control of this thing and everything goes to hell. We are not stopping! Just keep shit from flying around!”
Aaron and Damien sprang into action; Aaron pushing sofas down to keep them from hurtling across the room like the lamp had just done, and Damien using rudimentary telekinesis to make sure Frank’s book and the ram’s skull didn’t start floating on their own, while also not breaking the circle by stepping into it. It was a little like juggling. 
Amber crossed her arms over her chest and began to rock back and forth, counting out loud, while Frank continued to speak in Latin, calling the demon out of the ram and commanding it to obey him in the name of the father, the son, and the Holy Spirit. In that moment he wasn’t some rebellious gay teen running from his tyrant of a father and his church; he was a priest and a paladin, of light and of the darkness. His fingers, his hands, his soul, were all tools with which to express his divine authority over the creatures that stalk the world unseen. 
The room filled with the foul smell of rotten food and garbage water, the air turned heavy and thick, and in his heart he felt the passing of the demon from out of the ram’s skull and into the world. Like Aladdin summoning the genie from the bottle, Frank had pulled this thing from its prison with the power of his voice and his magick. 
And then, for an instant, there was silence. 
The lights started to flicker, flakes of falling snow drawn in from the outside hung suspended in the air, and a whole bunch of stuff which should have been on the ground wasn’t. But all sound seemed to have been taken away. It was like watching a moment of unscripted television, where the actors look at each other in stark disbelief but no one says anything; no one but Amber. She was still counting, throwing seemingly random numbers into the air and asking herself questions about them. 
Until she wasn’t.
Jackal came crashing into the room having wrestled with the front door like it had a mind of its own, and when Amber caught sight of the newcomer to the party the numbers stopped coming out of her mouth. Amber’s head cocked to the side. Her nostrils worked. She sniffed the air. And in the moment that followed Jackal’s entry into the fray, while Frank stood there holding a seven hundred year old demon in his hands, he saw two things: 
First, he noticed how a sudden and powerful dread warped Aaron’s face into the quintessential visage of terror. And then he saw a copper blur shoot up off the ground, break out of the ritual circle, and head straight for Jackal. Only, by the time he turned around to see what was going on, Amber was no longer a copper blur; but a copper beast. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 10
 
 
For the first time in what felt like years, Aaron Cooper feared for his life. He was in motion in a heartbeat, bounding across the living room on heavy strides, charging past Frank as his body transformed, and intent on doing one thing and one thing only. He caught Amber’s leg while she was in mid-flight, swung her around, and tossed her like a rag doll into the stone wall furthest away from Damien or Frank. 
“Run!” he said, forcing the human word out of his wolf snout. The sound was guttural and wrong, but it got the point across. Damien grabbed the skull and made a break for the kitchen. Frank followed. Jackal entered the cabin and removed her jacket. “You. Go.” 
“Fuck you,” Jackal spat, “You asked for my help.” 
The copper haired wolf-beast came flying out from behind the sofa where Aaron had thrown her, claws stretched, maw opened wide. Aaron threw himself at her, his powerful hands catching hers and twisting her into a lock. He slammed her to the ground and sat on her back, but a lamp fixture came flying at Aaron and, on instinct, he put his hand up to protect his face allowing Amber a second to break free. 
She was about to go for the door when a black, lithe, wolf-woman hybrid stepped in her way; eyes glowing blue, claws ready to strike. 
“Run!” Aaron said again, but Jackal shook her head in defiance and lunged, swiping at Amber’s face with her razor sharp claws. The two wolf-beasts clashed, dancing in a flurry of claws and blood and fur all around the living room. Neither one of them seemed to be getting the upper hand, despite Jackal being a much more experienced fighter. Amber’s instincts were sharp. Sharper than Aaron’s. That scared him. 
What scared him more, though, in that second that stretched into forever, was the thought that Amber was holding back. 
He stood, understanding that Jackal wouldn’t just leave, and howled for her to break the attack, which she did. Aaron then came in, spurred on by powerful legs, and shoulder-charged Amber into the next room, through the fake wooden wall which exploded under the sheer weight of them. He sat on her chest and, with hands balled into fists and not claws, struck at her muzzle again and again.
Some of the blows went deflected, but some of them hit with bone-crunching force. Amber just shrugged them off, roared, and continued ripping at Aaron’s hide whenever she could. Each scratch was like fire, and the flames stoked his internal anger. He may have been in control of his beast most of the time, but he still had one and it was starting to bubble beneath the skin. Begging for control. Promising to stop the hurting. 
But Aaron knew no beast would be enough to beat Amber, because Amber was no ordinary animal. Amber’s wolf was intelligent, cunning, and it knew magick. 
Aaron felt his throat constricting. He found it difficult to breathe and started to choke, though he continued swinging and hitting. From behind, Jackal came flying. She grabbed Amber by the legs and tugged her out from under Aaron, raking hard along her chest and spraying hot blood all over the ceiling and walls. 
Inside, Aaron was cut too. This was Amber. And they were passing her around like she was a Mountain Cougar trespassing on wolf turf. Like an enemy. 
Aaron stood, turned, and shoved Jackal away from Amber. Jackal hissed and snarled, swiping at Aaron’s face and cutting lines across his cheek. Aaron growled, but he didn’t have time to retaliate. A pair of claws gripped him by the throat from behind, constricting, and then a flower of pain opened up on his shoulder. He howled with rage and struck the face connected to the jaws embedded into his body again and again, but Amber’s grip was like a vice. 
It was Jackal who removed her from his shoulder, plunging her hands into Amber’s open muzzle—into the pit of sharp teeth—and forcing it apart long enough for Aaron to slip away. When he did, he too grabbed Amber’s jaw with one hand and held one of Amber’s wrists with the other. Amber flailed and stomped her feet as, with two werewolves holding her mouth open and immobilizing her hands, it became impossible for her to move. 
Twelve minutes, Aaron thought, that’s how long we have to last.
But this fight wasn’t like the fight in the cellar. Tiny embers burst into existence around Amber, seeming to fall out of her very fur. Aaron and Jackal shared a look, and in that moment of perplexed confusion, their guards dropped. And their guards dropped just enough that when Amber’s body exploded into a blaze of fire, neither of them had even an instant to react. 
The pulse of kinetic force sent Jackal and Aaron sprawling to the floor, their ears ringing and their fur singed all over. When Aaron lifted his head, he saw only light. He felt the heat, though. It was all around, all encompassing, and when his eyes adjusted to the light he saw the source of the heat and light. 
Flames were licking the walls, devouring the supports, and crawling along the ceiling. The tips of Amber’s fur had developed a yellow glow and were flickering in an unseen wind, giving her body the impression that it was made of fire. A wolf of fire. He couldn’t help but exult in awe of the moment as his mind and instincts struggled with what they were seeing. 
Amber was, clearly, superior—so, was she Alpha? Should he submit to her?
It was Jackal, springing back into action, which caused Aaron to shake his instincts off and get to his feet. Amber may have been the Alpha, but this wasn’t Amber. This was a beast which wanted only one thing; to kill and get away. And that wasn’t about to happen. 
Jackal struck first, sweeping Amber’s leg and knocking her to the ground. Aaron bounded over Amber’s body, took her arm, and dragged her across the burning living room, out the front door, and into the snow. When Amber tried to stand, Aaron dug his knee into her snout and sent her yipping back into the dirt. 
For a moment, he thought she was going to surrender. Her gaze came up to meet his and he saw beyond the mad glow of her eyes—he saw into the heart of the beast. What he saw in those eyes wasn’t murderous intent, but rather the frightened eyes of an animal which could smell danger, could sense evil—the evil inside of Amber—and wanted only to get away from it. 
And Aaron, Jackal, and even Amber, were in its way. 
Jackal came running out of the burning building, howling and roaring, and pounced onto Amber’s prone body. Aaron, knowing what he now knew, grabbed Jackal’s open clawed hand and, with great effort, forced the word “No” out of his misshapen mouth. 
Jackal resisted, stared at him with her glowing blue eyes, and cocked her head to the side. Aaron took Amber’s hand and dragged the wolf-beast further from the house, away from the fire, away from the danger. Jackal’s help made it easier to cover more ground, to make it deeper into the woods more quickly, but Amber’s resistance knew no bounds. She kicked, wailed, howled, the trees trembled as they passed, and the sky turned dark and thunderous in their wake. 
Amber’s power had returned to her and the wolf had begun to use it, but it didn’t know how to fight the darkness within itself. The thrashing, the fighting, the rebellion—Aaron had been looking at Amber’s wolf all wrong. Everyone had. The wolf wasn’t the enemy, here; the demon was. Amber couldn’t tell it was there because it had been hidden from her human side, but the wolf’s instincts were sharp. It knew evil was in there, and it expressed its fear—its revulsion—in the only way it knew how.
When Amber’s energy burnt out and the resistance stopped, Aaron and Jackal let themselves fall to the snow. Clouds of steam billowed out of their snouts as their bodies healed in the cool air. Slowly each of the werewolves shrank into their human forms to continue the healing process and regain their strengths. 
It was Amber who sat up first and saw.
There, in the ashy afterglow of dusk, a fire roared upward sending a column of smoke into the sky. Aaron propped himself up on his elbows and watched. Jackal did the same. Silence ruled for a minute—or maybe five, or six—until it was Amber who asked “What… happened?” knowing full well the answer to her question, even if she didn’t remember herself.
“I made a mistake,” Aaron said.
“You didn’t do this,” Amber said. She hadn’t turned to look at him yet. Her eyes were on the pillar of smoke taking away his hopes of spending some time alone with Amber in a natural setting. 
“I forgot about Jackal,” he said. “I should have known you would react to her the way I did when I first met her back in Vegas.” 
“It’s a wolf thing,” Jackal said. She hadn’t sat up. “We all do it. It’s an instinct to wanna immediately know our place in the pecking order. I should have thought about it too.”
“You didn’t know what I did,” Aaron said.
“Stop beating yourself up. Shit happened and that’s it.” 
“No,” Amber said. “Shit didn’t just happen. I did this. I burned down our cabin with all our… our stuff in it.” 
“Don’t worry about that,” Aaron said.
Amber stood, and the faint sunlight traced her delicate feminine curves with an orange glow. The wind picked up her copper hair and tugged at it. Despite everything, Aaron thought she had never in all the time they had known each other looked so beautiful. So full of fire and life. The red witch. My red witch. 
“It isn’t just that,” she said. 
Jackal propped herself up, too, and Aaron realized the three of them were wearing tattered clothes, ripped at the seams and barely holding together at all. None of them seemed to care. “What is it, then?” Jackal asked.
But Amber didn’t answer the question. Aaron knew what the answer was because he had been Amber’s jailor for the past three weeks. He knew all too well how powerful the system keeping her magick side at bay was, and how much time and effort it had taken Frank and Damien to set it up in the first place. It was as much protection from Amber as it was protection from Linezka’s insidious clairvoyance; and now it was gone. 
Amber was whole, loose in the world, and their defenses were down.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 11
 
 
When Frank fled the burning cabin, he couldn’t tell right from left. Maybe it was the fire, which had come so spontaneously and so completely it was licking its way up the walls in the blink of an eye, or maybe it was the centuries old demon he had in his hands. He couldn’t say which, but one of those two things was responsible for his getting lost in the woods. 
He spun around in a circle, his heart beating hard in his chest, breath heavy on his mouth, eyes wide and alert. The pillar of smoke was there, rising high into the twilight, towering over the tops of the trees, so he knew where he was. At least, he knew where he was in relation to the cabin. Amber, Aaron, and Jackal were nowhere to be seen. Neither was Damien. 
“Fuck!” he said, “Damien!” 
Damien had the skull. Frank had seen him snatch it up before making his escape, but if the demon wasn’t in Frank’s hands then it was in the skull; with Damien.
“Damien!” 
His voice surged into the woods, snaking between trees and bushes, but the only reply was the crackle and roar of the fire and the drumming of his own heart. 
When the cold came at him like a wave of icy air Frank turned his face away and walked toward the fire, hoping he would find the others when he got there. Hoping the cars hadn’t also caught and gone up in balls of flames and light and smoke. That would have been the worst. No way was he walking all the way back to Raven’s Glen. But that was the least of his problems, wasn’t it? 
The ritual had failed. So much for keeping people out of the circle; they should have been trying to keep Amber in. 
“Frank?” The voice was faint, an echo on the wind, but Frank took it and hurried his pace. 
“Damien?” Frank said.
“Over here!” 
He found Damien standing in a nearby copse, far enough from the burning cabin that the blaze was no longer a problem. The cars were visible from here, and they were also perfectly safe from the fire. That was something. But Damien didn’t look too great. His face was pale and almost had a kind of yellow hue to it; or maybe it was green. It was difficult to tell in this light. One thing was sure, though. The skull wasn’t in his hands.
Frank hurried. “Where is it?” he asked. But by the time he reached Damien the question had answered itself. 
There, on the snow, laid the smashed up and cracked remains of an item that had served as a prison for a greater inhuman demonic spirit. Frank’s stomach twisted into a knot and his lips curled into a frown heavy with concern. 
“What the fuck?” Frank asked. 
“I was running with it and tripped over that root,” Damien said, “I’m sorry, man. I wasn’t looking.” 
The root was there, poking out of the snow. Smug. Happy with itself. Frank ran his hands through his hair and then over his cheeks. He knelt before the skull to assess the damage—yeah, it’s fucking fucked—and then just looked at it for a moment. He reached, with his left hand, to feel inside with his mind and felt… nothing. 
Nothing. 
“What is it?” Damien asked.
“It’s gone,” Frank said.
“Gone?” 
“Did I stutter? Yeah, it’s fucking gone.” Frank stood. His spine cracked. “We’re screwed.” 
“We aren’t screwed.” 
“Unless you’ve got a seven hundred year old demon in your pocket, then we’re screwed.” 
“You don’t know where it is?” 
“I had it in my hands when the house went up. Then I lost it.” 
Frank knew the ritual failsafe would have sent the demon back into the skull. It was supposed to do that if there were interruptions. But then, Damien knew that too, didn’t he? Frank had, of course, discussed the ritual with Damien before. Only Frank was needed to cast it, but he wanted to tell Damien the particulars just in case Frank couldn’t perform for whatever reason. Asking Damien to complete a black ritual was like asking a Care Bear to kill a baby fawn with a butter knife, but he had the magickal potential to pull it off if the circumstances were dire enough. 
He didn’t like the picture this situation painted. Damien had guilt written all over his face, and this time he couldn’t let it slide. 
“I need you to tell me if you did this on purpose,” Frank said. 
“What?” Damien asked, eyebrows going up. 
“You heard me.” 
“You think I did this? That I broke it?” 
“Stranger things have happened. What I want to know is why.” 
“I didn’t break it, Frank.” 
“You better not be bullshitting me, Damien. I’m really not in the mood.” 
Damien fell strangely silent. The wind sailed between them, frigid and sharp, as if it were drawn to the fire. 
“I didn’t do it,” Damien said. “And it’s really fucked up that you think I did.” 
“Prove it.” 
“What? How?” 
“Let me look into your mind. I’ll know the truth.” 
“I’m telling you what the truth is. You don’t need to look into my mind.” 
“Scared of what I’ll find in there?” 
Frank was pushing. He knew he was. But after what he had seen—the snake—and now the broken skull, he needed to push. If Damien was even the least bit infested by the demonic Frank would be able to find it, but only once he had gotten a rise out of the demon inside. Demons can’t resist being baited, but they’re also great liars. You had to catch them out in a lie to get them to react. 
“I’m not scared of what you’ll find in my head. I just don’t want you going in there,” Damien said. “You need to respect that.”
“Right now my priority is figuring out where the fuck that demon went. It should have gone right back into the skull if the ritual failed, but lo and behold, the skull is smashed. Don’t you think that looks a little fucking suspicious, Damien?” 
“For God’s sake, Frank, I’m telling you the truth.” 
Frank reached out with his invisible senses anyway, groping around for a sliver of… anything. An emotion that hadn’t been there before, a blind spot in his soul, a stray thought that wasn’t his. Nothing. Frank came up short. If he had the demon’s power, as he’d had before, he would have been able to detect even the slightest bit of taint. But the demon was gone, now. Vanished. And with the reliquary destroyed they wouldn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of imprisoning it in there again. 
But demons didn’t just vanish. Those things existed in a state of perpetual agony and pain. That’s why they took human hosts. 
The question wasn’t where had it gone, but into who? 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 12
 
 
What do you do when you burn down the very place you had fled to in order to get away from people? You go back home. Back to where the people are. Because that’s the only choice you have. My place was close, empty, and warm. All our clothes were there, or at least, all of our clothes and stuff minus whatever Aaron had brought to the cabin. 
Going home was a better idea than going anywhere else for a number of reasons. I wasn’t the same person I had been the day I threw myself in the hole, but I could still feel the beast scratching at my skin from the inside. It wanted out. I could tell. But something had happened to placate it. I sensed a kind of… peace? No, it wasn’t peace. It was more like it had understood something, or something had satisfied it into placation. 
That was good enough for now. It meant I could go up to my room, have a shower, change, and sit on my own bed without fearing I might at any point lose my shit and tear the place apart. 
We had left my place in a hurry the day we decided it best to incarcerate me, so stepping back inside… I don’t know. I guess I thought everything would be the way it had been on the night we fled. Scratch marks on the walls, torn up carpets, an upturned couch. But then I remembered that Frank and Damien still lived here while I was gone. 
They had cleaned up. 
For me.
Stepping into the house was like stepping into a wall of sadness and regret, of pain, of shame. I fled, as fast as I could, up the stairs and into my bedroom without saying a word. It wasn’t until I had finished having my shower, as I stood staring at my freckled reflection in the bathroom mirror, that I realized I had somehow become this weak thing; unable, or unwilling, to confront my own emotions. How could anyone live like this?
Frank was the first to come up and see me. I opened the door to him and he crossed, silently, to the other side of the room. There he proceeded to crack a window open, pull a long, thin cigarette out of a small metal box, and smoke himself calm. 
“Nice to see you looking like a human again,” he said.
“I have so many emails,” I said, “And Eliza… she’s probably been worried.” 
“I covered for you.” 
“You did?” 
“She called the house. I told her you were in Vegas with Aaron visiting his family and that you’d left your phone here.” 
“Who leaves their phone anywhere nowadays?” 
“You do. So if she asks, that’s your story.” 
One didn’t need to be a witch to know Frank’s nerves were on edge. He hadn’t turned to look at me since we got inside, and given that outside was dark there couldn’t have been much for him to look at. 
“What’s going on, Frank?” I asked.
Frank exhaled a stream of smoke out the window. “To put it eloquently, we’re up shit creek without a paddle. The skull’s busted, the demon’s gone, and I have no idea where the fuck it is.” 
I didn’t know where to start. “Gone?” 
“Gone. As in, poof. One minute I had it in my hands, the next minute it was gone. The reliquary got damaged in transport.” 
“So your ritual…” 
“Didn’t work.” 
A moment of silence hung suspended in the air, accompanied by the hoot of a night owl. “Something tells me that isn’t the only thing on your mind,” I said.
“There are other things, yes. But I want to focus on the main problem.” 
“You’re about to tell me a demon being AWOL isn’t the main problem?” 
He turned to look at me. “Not for the Red Witch, but you stopped being the Red Witch the moment our mistress of darkness decided to shuffle loose her mortal coil and leave us all hanging here.” 
“Don’t talk about her like that.” My heart thumped fast and the house trembled causing a trickle of dust to fall from the ceiling. 
Frank stared at the dust and blinked. “I didn’t mean to sound insensitive,” he said, “But no. A demon isn’t the main problem.” 
“So, what is?” 
“The main problem is your head.” 
“My… head?” 
Frank moved from the window and crossed to the foot of the bed, his lanky, skinny form towering above me. “Do you know what happens to people who suffer mental trauma?” 
“They break down?” 
“Exactly. Mental trauma is the same as physical trauma; it needs treatment. And now that you’re willing and able to listen to someone, you’re going to let me treat you. But that involves talking about things you’re not comfortable with.” 
“Frank,” I said in a warning tone.
“You and your fiancée can growl all you want at me, but there are some things you both need to deal with and accept, and others you need to confront.” 
“I don’t want to do this,” I said, standing. “I’ve tried really hard to get to a place where I don’t lose ground to the wolf and you aren’t about to piss us both off by bringing shit up that I don’t want to talk about.” 
“Stop hiding behind the damned wolf, Amber.” 
“I’m not hiding!” 
“You really think you’re gonna keep that thing locked up forever?” 
I didn’t. Of course I didn’t. The beast may have been calm now, but I knew it would come back. It would try and take over again and mess everything up, and now that I had my powers back there was no telling how much damage I would do. I just wanted that moment to come later rather than sooner; to allow me a chance to live as myself for a while and maybe figure out another way to stop it from causing damage. 
“I can’t keep it locked away forever,” I said, “But—”
“If you had a clear head on your shoulders you would have been able to keep a handle on yourself. That piece of demon inside you? It wouldn’t even have been a problem.”
“How can you be so sure about that?” 
“Because when you’re level headed you can do anything. But Collette died and that turned your head into a pretzel, and then the whole werewolf thing happened, and your parents… something inside you cracked. I saw it happen. You need to confront these things, Amber. You need to face them head on, be the Red Witch. Then we can deal with the demon.” 
My skin broke out into goosebumps, arms prickling as Frank said ‘the red witch’. Magick? No. This was genuine. The tingles came from inside, from somewhere deep in my psyche; from the part of me that wasn’t tired, the part that needed to fight. “How can you be so sure the demon can wait?” I asked.
“If the demon is around then it means it’s inside someone. Right now, that person isn’t feeling anything because demons like to hide. They don’t want the party to end so soon. We have time.” 
“Enough time?” 
“If we start now, maybe. But it has to come from you. You need to decide that you’re ready to hear the truth about your father, and that you’re ready to accept Collette’s passing.”
Tears stung my eyes. I didn’t want to think about Collette being gone, didn’t want to think that she wasn’t in the next room, writing, or listening to soft music. But she wasn’t there anymore, and all of her possessions were in my room—sitting in my closet. Every time I tried to picture the room she used to sleep in all I would see in my mind was a crypt filled with ghosts and sadness made manifest. 
“Frank… I… can’t leave this place. I’m going to hurt people if I go.” 
“You’re going to hurt people if you stay,” he said, “And if we go see your mom, at least we have a shot at fixing you. It’s the right thing to do.” 
“You really think this is the best thing for me, Frank?”
“Really, witch? I was being serious as shit. You don’t get to be me and not come out of life knowing a thing or two about confronting inner demons.” 
I cupped my face with my hands and ran them through my hair. “You’re sure this will work?” 
“I’m about as sure as I’m ever going to get, and whether it works or not is down to you. But not talking to your mom? Not getting answers? That would be a mistake.”
Like a great many times since I had known him, Frank was right about this. The things he was saying felt right. They had a kind of resonance inside me, like they were hitting a key on a piano and my heart was harmonizing perfectly; even if my mind was tone deaf. Confronting my mother about the identity of my real birth father wasn’t exactly my idea of a fun activity. 
My father may not have been the kindest of men, or the most understanding. But he had changed my diapers, driven me to and from school, and generally just been there for me. At least while I was his little princess. When I came crashing into my teens, started wearing black, and called myself a witch, he didn’t want anything to do with me. I was sure he only left me the house because it meant they could leave and I would stay here on my own. 
Okay, maybe that part wasn’t entirely true, but the guy had left me a house and that had to come from a place of caring.
“I hate this,” I said. 
Frank opened his arms and I came up to meet him in an embrace. Hugging Frank was like hugging a thin, pointy tree, but I welcomed the closeness. I could sense the apprehension inside of him, could feel the insecurity, the uncertainty, ebbing from him in a steady flow, but I knew better than to poke and prod at them. If he was hiding something from me, or if he wasn’t telling me something, I knew it was for the better. 
I had trusted Frank, before Collette, to be my mentor; I would do it again.
“I’m ready to leave whenever you are,” he said.
“Maybe we should stay here tonight,” I said, “Talk about it with the others, see what they have to say.” 
“That’s not a bad idea.” 
I nodded. “I’m gonna go find Aaron.” 
“And I’m gonna have a shower.” Frank turned, headed for the door, and opened it. “Amber,” he said, looking at me over his shoulder, “If you feel yourself starting to act weird, or you notice anything… strange. Tell me.” 
“I’m summoning the Goddess tonight. For protection.” 
He nodded and left, shutting the door behind himself. I didn’t relish the idea of there being another demon to deal with, nor did I like the idea that it may be hiding inside any one of us, waiting like a coiled cobra. What I liked least, though, was the probability that of all the people around us at the time it was released, I was probably the one who smelled the best to it.
And I thought my soul was already too crowded.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 13
 
 
Aaron popped the cap off the beer bottle with his thumb and handed it to Jackal. They clinked, and each took a swig of their bottles. The beer was cool and refreshing, exactly what Aaron’s hot throat needed, and he enjoyed a couple of swallows before putting the beer down on the familiar counter. Everything about this place felt like home, and Aaron could feel the tension ebbing away from him.
All that remained now was guilt.
“Thanks,” he said to Jackal. 
“For?” 
“For helping me out. With Amber.” 
“You didn’t honestly expect me to run, did you?” 
“I guess not.” 
Jackal took another sip of beer. Her bottle glimmered in the moonlight. Artificial light, they thought, wasn’t necessary. “Your boys got out of that house pretty fast, though,” she said in jest. 
Aaron couldn’t help but smile, but after a moment or so the smile felt forced; like he was putting on a ridiculous hat because his mom had knitted it. “I guess they did. Those guys can run.” 
“Not a bad thing given what’s sitting upstairs. You handled yourself pretty well though. I’m impressed.” 
“Impressed?” 
“There’s only one thing a werewolf’s instincts hate more than silver, and that’s fire. You didn’t flinch.” 
“You did?” 
“A little. I guess I just wasn’t expecting her to burst into flames.” 
“I wasn’t either.” 
“Rocky has a phobia of flames. For all his size, he’d have been out of that house and three miles down the road in a heartbeat. You stuck with it.” She raised her bottle. “That’s something to drink to.” 
Aaron took his bottle, repeated Jackal’s gesture, and drank deep, but he knew then he would need a truckload of beer to drown the pang in his stomach. How could he have forgotten a werewolf’s instinctual reaction upon meeting a stranger? He had reacted to Jackal’s presence and then to the rest of her pack. Why did he think Amber would be any different? 
He didn’t. That was the problem. The thought never even crossed his mind. This was just bad leadership.
“You never did tell me what happened with you and your dad,” she said.
“Huh?” Her words had snapped him out of a trance.
“The day you left, you just left.”
“It was my time to go.” 
“Marcus said he’d offered you a spot in the pack and you’d turned it down.” 
“He did.” 
“So? That tells me there’s a story there.” 
An old wound ripped open and angry heat spilled out of it like steam into the cold air. He talked, Aaron thought. Marcus must have been put in a position where he had to speak after Aaron left, but he could have come up with a story. Should have come up with a story. Why did he talk to Jackal? Why did he feel the need to say anything at all?
“I don’t want to go into it,” he said.
“You know I’ve never accepted that kind of thing.” 
“You’re going to have to.” 
“No. I refuse. And the more you tell me to back off, the more I want to know, the worse it’ll get. You can trust me on that.”
Like a dog with a bone. “What do you want me to tell you?” 
“Everything. Now quit stalling.” 
Aaron sighed. “He told you he had offered me a spot,” Aaron said, “And that I had turned it down.” 
“Already know this. Next.” 
“He didn’t tell you which spot?” 
“I have a hunch.” 
When Aaron went for the bottle again he almost knocked it over. His hand wasn’t exactly shaking, but his emotions were running hot. He had kept this a secret from everyone—even Amber—since he left Vegas and had told himself he would never tell anyone what happened that day, for his own good and for the good of Marcus’ pack. But Jackal wasn’t going to let it go, and she’d end up resenting him if he didn’t speak. 
Dammit. 
“He wanted me to stay and take over the pack.”
Jackal took a swig of her beer but she didn’t say anything.
“Told me he was getting long in the tooth and that someone would need to step up and follow in his footsteps.” 
“Traditionally, a role taken by the beta.”
“That’s what I said.”
“But you didn’t say it because of me, because I’m beta. You said it because you don’t want anything given to you.” 
“I think you know me a little too well.” 
“You forget we’re blood. Distant blood, but blood.” 
“I don’t forget.” 
“What happened next?” 
Aaron finished his beer and rode the cool, refreshing wave to the shores of calm. “He asked me why I really didn’t wanna stay. I told him it was because I hadn’t earned it. He said I had too much of my mother in me. Asked me to fight him. I refused.” 
“You refused his challenge.” 
“It wasn’t a challenge. He wanted to prove he was better than me, that the only way I could ever succeed him was if he wanted me to.” 
“Then what?” 
“He told me to ditch the girl and claim my birthright.” Jackal’s eyes narrowed. Was she trying to figure out what happened next before Aaron continued the rest of the story? Or maybe she was trying to figure out what she would have done in that situation. Aaron thought she would have done the same thing he did. “So I broke his nose.” 
Jackal choked on a swig of beer. “Jesus, really?” Her eyes lit up and a smile conquered her face. “What did he do?” 
Why isn’t this bothering her? “We went at it for a couple of rounds,” he said, “When he’d had enough I left him to fix himself, took my car, and went home.” 
“Explains why you didn’t say goodbye.” 
Aaron took a beat. “Why aren’t you more pissed off about this? He was going to give me the pack over you.” 
“I’ve been dealing with your dad’s chauvinism for a long time. The pack is a boy’s pack. I have to kick ass harder than the rest of them just to keep my place, but I always knew Marcus would try something like this to keep me away from the Alpha spot. He’ll die before a woman runs his pack.”
“That must suck.” 
“It does suck, but I don’t have a choice do I? Going nomad—becoming a lone wolf—that’d kill me. For what it’s worth, I would have been okay with you replacing your dad.” 
“I don’t believe that.” 
“Don’t get me wrong; I’d have made you my bitch. But I would have called you my Alpha, too. And considering you beat your old man, maybe I should.”
Aaron caught the humorous tone in her voice, but the bitterness was there. It was like taking a swig of beer and getting more foam than beer. 
“I’m not your Alpha,” he said, “Out here, we’re equal.” 
Jackal nodded, and then tilted her head to the side. She had heard the same footsteps he had. When Aaron checked over his shoulder, Amber was there. His chest warmed, but his stomach cooled. And that strange mixing of internal temperature made Aaron start to vibrate. Nerves? Yeah. Nerves. 
“I’ll leave you guys,” Jackal said, pushing off the counter. 
“You can sleep on…”
“It’s okay,” Jackal said before Amber could finish. “I’ll make myself scarce for a while and crash on the couch.” 
Amber nodded. 
“Thanks for letting me stay.” 
“It’s the least I can do.” 
Jackal nodded and went through the door into the garage where her bike was, leaving Aaron and Amber alone. She looked at him for a moment, and in the moonlight almost looked ghostlike, surrounded by a shimmery, silver aura. When she smiled her face filled the room with light, but it was light Aaron couldn’t return.
She approached, slowly, and wrapped her arms around his neck. On her tiptoes she reached, searching for his lips, and found them with her own. She was warm, soft, and almost weightless in his hands. And when he smelled the tears on her face he wiped them away, but the smile remained. These weren’t sad tears; they were tears of relief.
“I’ve missed this,” she said, tilting his head closer to hers. 
“I have too,” he said, whispering.
“You’ve been through so much because of me.” 
“Don’t say that. I’m the one who did wrong today.” 
“You didn’t.” 
“I should have known how you would react to Jackal. I should have prepared things better.” 
“No one can blame you for what happened. I don’t. Frank doesn’t. Neither does Damien or even Jackal. You can’t carry the weight of the world on your shoulders, Aaron, no matter how much you may want to.” 
“I still should have done better, Amber,” he said, “If I had, maybe this would be finished by now.” 
“We don’t know that. And in any case, I feel better. I feel… different.” 
Aaron pulled his neck away from Amber’s hands so he could look into her beautiful green eyes. They were sharp, now, but they weren’t the yellow eyes of the killer lurking beneath her skin. It was nowhere to be seen, though the scent remained. Always the scent would remind Aaron of the truth; that Amber, like he and Jackal, would kill if she had the chance. 
“What is it you feel?” he asked.
“Quiet. My mind’s been so full and so chaotic I know silence when I feel it. You did that, didn’t you?” 
“I… don’t know that I did.” 
“I remember. I don’t always remember what happens when I lose it, but I remember you. I remember seeing you through its eyes and feeling… safe.” 
So Aaron had gotten through to it after all. “That’s good,” he said, “Hold on to that for as long as you can. It might buy us enough time so that Frank can find the demon and try the ritual again.” 
“I don’t know if that’s going to help.” 
“What?” 
“Frank can’t do the ritual again. He only had one shot and it failed. Even if he found the demon, he wouldn’t be able to use the exact same ritual. The risk to him becomes huge. I can’t allow that.” 
“Even if it means potentially ridding you of this thing inside of you and bringing you back to normal?”
“There might be another way.” 
Another way. Aaron liked the sound of that. Frank had seemed pretty convinced his ritual was the only way to fix Amber, but another way was better than no choice at all. “Let’s hear it.” 
“Frank thinks this demon will hide for a while, meaning that we have time to figure out where it’s gone. When we find it, Frank can use my power to snatch it up and imprison it again.” 
“Your power?” 
“He seems to think I have enough power to pull it off, but I have to be ready first… and that means I have to find out the truth about my father.” 
Amber and Aaron hadn’t had a chance to talk about her past since… ever. The truth was clear from the moment Amber’s skin exploded and the wolf came howling out of her. She had spoken about her mother being a witch, but had never mentioned her father being a wolf. 
“What does your father have to do with this demon?” 
“It has nothing to do with the demon. It’s about me. I’m… my mind is broken.” 
The tears were starting to come. Aaron wiped them away with his thumbs. “Don’t say that,” he said.
“It’s the truth. Collette dying, my transformation, my father; it all messed me up. If I had been myself, I could have controlled this power and none of this would have happened. I need to see my mom and learn the truth, but I need you with me. You’re the only one who can get through to my wolf. The only one who can keep everyone safe.” 
“If something happens,” Aaron said, “You’re going to have to be prepared to tell the truth about you. About us. About everything that’s going on. She’ll have questions.” 
“I know.”
Aaron nodded. “I don’t understand a lot of the things you and Frank know so instinctively. You tell me there’s a demon around and my first thought is let’s go to a fucking priest and get it out.” 
“This thing is powerful. Before a priest gets authorization to do an exorcism it could have…” 
Amber trailed off, but she didn’t need to keep going for Aaron to understand the gist of what she was about to say. Death. Destruction. Damnation. As if having a psychopathic witch running around loose in the wild, ready to strike at any moment, wasn’t bad enough; now they had another demon to deal with. Aaron had hoped he had seen the last of them on the night he went through his first change, but things seemed to be coming full circle.
“I’ll do my best,” he said. “We’ll have Jackal with us, too.” 
She nodded. “I was worried you’d be against this.” 
“I’m with you,” Aaron said, pulling her close to him. “To the end.”
“To the end,” she echoed, and kissed him deeply. His tongue searched for hers, lips parting, and they found each other. The kiss was warm and packed with love, care, and hope. Hope that everything would work out. In the end that’s all they had. Hope. Well, hope and werewolves. Yeah. They’d be okay.
“We’ll leave in the morning,” Amber said, “Go upstairs and pack. I’m gonna order us a pizza, and go talk to Damien before turning in.” 
“Why don’t you let me call?” 
“I want to do something normal for a change.” 
Aaron nodded, let his hands slip off her body as he went past her, and walked upstairs. Amber ordered more food than she thought was necessary, but with three werewolves in the house even 6 deep-dish pizzas would get eaten. Hanging up the phone brought a kind of mundane satisfaction to her heart and a smile to her face. She wanted, for the first time since she learned she could do magick, to live a normal life where she didn’t have to think about demons and darkness and blood.
But when she heard the voices coming from Damien’s room she knew; the dark would never let her go.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 14
 
 
The voices—whispers—were just quiet enough that I could hear them, but when I knocked on the door to Damien’s room the voices ceased. Frank was in there, it sounded like, and they were talking about… her? Maybe. I wasn’t surprised to be the subject of conversation around here. Not after everything I’d put everyone through. When this was done I owed them a vacation or something. 
Damien answered the door a moment later. He was wearing pajamas, his hair was wet and sticking to his forehead, and he had bags under his eyes. I saw them when he brushed his hair over his head and out of his face. This was the first time I had really had a chance to see him in three weeks, and he looked beat. 
“Hey,” I said, “Frank with you?” 
He looked over his shoulder then back at me. “No, why?” 
“Nothing,” I said, “I just thought I heard someone.” 
“I was talking to myself.” 
“Yeah, I do that too. More often now.” 
“Are you okay?” 
“I’m fine. I just, I wanted to see you. I haven’t seen you since I went up to the cabin and… I guess I missed you.” 
Damien nodded. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sound weird. It’s just been a really long day.” 
I noticed him grimace as he shrugged his shoulders and my stomach twisted into a knot. Did I hurt him? “Damien, are you hurt?” 
“Hurt?” 
“Did I hurt you today?” 
“No,” he said, “You didn’t. I got out before everything started happening.”
“Good.” 
The silence that hung between us was complete. It was as if we had been suspended in a bubble through which no sound could penetrate. Something was up with Damien. Maybe he had been talking to himself or maybe not. The last time I had a run in with a demon I thought Aaron was the one under attack, but it was me. These things are cunning and clever. Maybe it was trying to trick me into believing Damien to be up to something unsavory or maybe he really was just talking to himself. 
“Do you want me to leave you alone?” I asked, “I get the feeling you’re tired.” 
“Yeah, I’m not feeling too great. Is there something you wanted?” 
“I just wanted to tell you that I’d spoken to Frank, and that he thinks I need to go talk to my mom. I wanted to ask if you were willing to come with me.” 
“I don’t… I mean, I thought it was a given that I would be helping you out. Why’d you think you needed to ask?” 
“I don’t know. It’s just that I’m aware you guys have had to put your lives on hold for me and I don’t want to do anything to make you feel like I’m taking you for granted. I’ll understand if you’d prefer to stay.” 
“You really think I’ll be any better off here by myself?” 
“Maybe. I don’t know. What I do know is that I’m about to go and find out whether I’ve been lied to my whole life or not. I figured if anyone understood what that was like, it was you.” 
Damien nodded. “I’ll go with you,” he said, “I started this with you, and I plan on finishing it.” 
I hadn’t forgotten. Damien was the catalyst; the thing that set everything else in motion. If it hadn’t been for his sister and the clues we were able to follow, and the magick he had taught me to use, Linezka may have had what she wanted a long time ago. I suspected the old Sheriff who tried to kill me was her canary down the coal mine; the man she sent to find the witch from her prophecies. She always expected him to die when he found the right one. When he found me. 
Maybe I would have survived even if Damien hadn’t intervened, but he was always meant to.
“Thank you,” I said. “I really am feeling okay. Maybe we can talk on the way over? Catch up? I ordered pizza. Wanna join us?” 
“Thanks, but I think I’ll turn in early. I don’t mind cold pizza.” 
Damien retreated into his room before I got a chance to wish him goodnight or ask if he wanted me to bring him a slice or two, but it wasn’t that which left me standing by the door feeling cold and prickly all over. The action of Damien closing the door had sent a gush of air racing at me. In that air I smelled blood, irritated flesh, and fear. It was faint, but it was there, all of it, waiting to be picked up by the right nose.
But it wasn’t the smell that got me. The voices had returned; and there were many of them.
 
***
 
‘Leave it to me’ 
Frank said, ending the written conversation I had been having with him on my smartphone. What I had heard in Damien’s room had set me on edge a little; enough to make me even more conscious of myself and of my emotional state. Pizza helped, lighting white candles all throughout my bedroom to bring the Goddess’ protection down helped, but the niggling feeling remained. Rats chewing at the walls of my mind, as if they needed any more breaking down.
Frank didn’t want me getting worked up so he was quick to ask me to take it all out of my head. I felt better with him around me, especially now that I knew a bunch of facts about what had really been going on. He’d had more experience with demons than any of us put together. No amount of book-learning could bring someone close to Frank’s level of understanding. 
If that didn’t make me feel safe then nothing would. 
Not even Aaron.
“Are you okay?” he asked. 
We were in bed together, with the TV on in the background and a cold pizza on the bedside table. Me nestled in the crook of his arm and he on his back, propped up against the headboard. Neither of us paid a lot of attention to what was on, but the sound and light was soothing and distracting. Outside, snow was falling and the wind had picked up. 
“Yeah,” I said, “I’m just still getting used to being normal while it lasts.”
“Maybe it’ll last a long time.” 
“Maybe. Meanwhile, I’m happy to just sit here and watch TV with you. It’s all I wanted to do while I was down in the hole.” 
“Me too. First Berlin, then this.” 
“I almost forgot about Berlin.” And Luther, Helena, and the other witches; the ones Linezka’s dark fingers had touched. Each of them had in some way been affected by the devil’s witch. They had lost someone by her hand, or their lives had been cleverly manipulated into changing in ways only Linezka and her demon magick could predict. To what end? I didn’t know. Maybe she had a plan, or maybe all of her manipulations and all her interference was simply an expression of her own inner torment.
Chaos for chaos’ sake. 
A chilling thought. 
Aaron’s arm came around my shoulder and his thumb lightly smoothed my skin sending tingles racing throughout my body. Maybe it was the proximity, his heat, or the fact that we were for the first time in a long time alone and in the moment. But my heart had started to race, blood was rushing to my face and chest, and I realized I had been rubbing my toes together beneath the sheets. 
As my heart worked to send hot blood rushing all around my body at breakneck speed and my chest began to slowly heave, stoked by the fires of lust, I knew something was about to happen. I was aware of this only in a muffled way, as if I had been staring at something through a cloudy window, but it was happening. My fingers were starting to ache, my stomach was twisting, and my teeth were throbbing. 
Had the simple act of Aaron touching my skin in that way triggered the beast to come rushing to the surface?
“Amber?” he asked. He could tell I was heaving now, and I had stretched and contracted my legs a few times with the rhythm of my breathing. The beast was coming, but it wasn’t anger that had brought the animal out—it was lust. And as my eyes sailed across the landscape of Aaron’s half-concealed torso, trailing up and up to where his chest met his neck, where his neck met his jaw, and where his jaw became his delicious lips, I had no doubt of what I needed to do. 
“Rip my clothes off,” I said.
Aaron stared at me, wide eyed. “What?” 
In a heartbeat I was on top of him, straddling him, with my hands feeling every ridge and groove of his chest and abdomen. “I need you to rip my clothes off and make me yours or I’m going to tear off of my own skin.” 
He didn’t need any more encouragement than that. Aaron grabbed the shirt I had been wearing—incidentally, one of his—and ripped it from the collar down exposing my bare breasts and belly. In an instant his lips were around an aching nipple and my hands were in his thick hair, guiding him to where I wanted him to go. The pain in my chest was there and still growing, but it receded as the pleasure of the moment started to overwhelm my senses. 
I searched, blindly, and found Aaron hard and ready under his briefs. He felt me struggling around and helped remove them, and when he was free I angled my hips to meet him. Before I could slide him inside me he pulled me up, flipped me to my back, and ripped my panties off with his teeth. He hadn’t had me like this—hadn’t tasted me in such a long time—I had almost forgotten what his tongue felt like. But he helped me remember, and when the throes of climax gripped me for the first time in forever he stood by the edge of the bed, pulled me toward him, and pushed himself into me.
The first push sent ripples of ecstasy coursing through me in soft, warm waves and the moan that peeled out of my throat mirrored the feeling. Weeks of repressed hunger exploding out of me like a flaming pyre roaring into the throat of the night. I had his head in my hands with my cheek pressed against it, and as we moved together, our bodies responding instinctively to each other’s’ rhythms.
I called his name, he called mine, I told him I loved him, and my words spurred us both to finish together, our bodies stiffening and tensing, pulsing, throbbing. Finally we came to a slow, gradual halt, and when it was done I let myself fall on my back, breathing and sweating and warm all over, but calm. I had made enough noise to alert the entire house of what we had done and was full with Aaron’s seed, but I was calm. 
That’s what was most important. 
Aaron kissed my cheek and traced the curve of my breasts with his fingers. I couldn’t help but smile. “That was quick,” I said.
“Maybe we should go again.” 
“Maybe,” I said, looking up at him, “I mean; if this is what we need to do to keep the wolf at bay I don’t see why we should deny it.” 
His lips curled into a smile, and his smile made my face light up further. It was good to see him happy. Healthy. “I don’t see why we should deny it either.”
“I kinda pounced on you, didn’t I?” 
“You did. It was… different.” 
“This was my first time as… as a werewolf…” 
“And?” 
“I felt like a Goddess.” 
Aaron rolled me on my back and kissed me deeply, removing the tattered remains of the shirt I had been wearing and sliding down to lay claim to my body. This time we could take it slow. And the time after that, too. We were, for the first time, there, present, in the moment and in the flesh. There was no magick, no Linezka, and nothing to be sad about; only things to be grateful for and hopeful for.
The Goddess knew we could use all the hope we could get.
 
***
 
Not even God himself could keep the snake out of the Garden of Eden; and this little witch is no God. Let them have their moment. This changes nothing.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 15
 
 
Aaron swam out of sleep, lethargic and slow, and for a long moment forgot he wasn’t at the cabin anymore, forgot that Amber wasn’t locked up anymore. His mind struggled to remember that the cabin had burnt down and that they were back at home. Memory came back to him like a slow rising tide, but it came. And when he got out of the empty bed he found Amber sitting cross legged in the center of the bedroom. 
Her fingers were clasped together, her head was tilted back, and her breathing was slow. She’s meditating, he thought, and he thought it best not to disturb her until she was ready to come out of it. Besides, he had to plan a trip to Amber’s parent’s house, and the thought occurred to him that not everyone would fit in his—barely—four-seater mustang. Besides, the weather report looked bad for today; no way was he going to let Jackal ride her bike across the state in the cold and the snow.
So he called his uncle, asked to borrow the van, and went to pick it up. It wasn’t the most comfortable of rides but it would get five people to where they wanted to go and back. Beggars can’t be choosers, right? When Aaron returned with breakfast the house was active and, for lack of a better word, normal. 
“We ready to go?” he asked. 
“We are if you got churros,” Frank said. “If you didn’t get me a churro then we’ve got a problem.” 
“I did get churros,” Aaron said, “Got something else I think you might like, too.” 
“Hear that?” Frank said as he walked toward the front door, his step full of swagger, and stepped outside. The others followed. “He came on to me.” 
“It’s not quite the mystery machine, but…” Aaron said as he revealed the van he had acquired.
“Ah, you remembered the joke!” Frank said. It wasn’t exactly a replica, but it was a van—and between the witches and werewolves there were five passengers. “Good job. It’s nice to know humor isn’t lost on you after all, Scooby.” 
“I’m riding in that?” Jackal asked.
“Unless you want to freeze to death or wipe out on the road, yes,” Aaron said. 
“Can I at least drive?”
“No.” 
Amber took the breakfast bag out of Aaron’s hands and brought it to the van. Maybe it was the cold bite in the air, maybe it was her pale skin against the snowy backdrop, but her cheeks were so flushed with blood they were practically steaming. Then Aaron remembered. It was neither of those things; it was what they had done last night that was giving her the glow. 
“C’mon,” Frank said, patting Aaron on the shoulder. “If we’re gonna do this we should do it sooner rather than later.” 
Aaron nodded and headed into the van. Amber smiled at him and turned away to hide her face from the world, not that she had to—at least not in his eyes. When Damien, the last passenger, filed into the back of the van and sat on one of the bean-bags Aaron had thrown in, he started up and peeled out of the drive. 
Amber’s parents lived far enough away as it was, and the wind and the snow made driving difficult. The worst part was leaving town. The roads had almost iced over and by the time they hooked into a main highway the sky was grey and heavy with icy rain. This didn’t make a lot of sense to begin with given California’s regular climate, but there was nothing regular about Raven’s Glen.
“I don’t like it,” Aaron said to Amber once they were on the road. 
“Like what?” 
“Something doesn’t smell right. Can you feel it?” 
“No… is everything okay?” 
“I don’t know.” 
Aaron rolled his shoulders and kept his eyes on the road, on high alert. He caught Damien’s eyes in the rearview and that startled him, though he didn’t let it show. Didn’t seem like Damien had managed to get much sleep, judging by the color of his skin. He nodded in the mirror and Damien nodded in response, but his eyes were… cold.
Thud. 
Something had hit the van. 
“What was that?” Jackal asked. 
“I don’t know,” Aaron said.
“Did we hit something?” Amber asked.
Thud-thud.
“Sounds like something hitting the roof,” Frank said. 
Aaron saw them coming before they cascaded all around the van; it was a sheet of hailstones. His instincts told him to swerve, but where could he go? He kept the van steady as the hail fell from the sky. Thousands of tiny, icy pebbles slammed the van creating a rising wave of static noise so loud it drowned out all else. They fell on the van, on the van up ahead, and on the road, bouncing around as if they were alive. 
And then one of them made a crack in the windshield.
“Holy shit!” Amber said. “That one looked big.” 
The sky grumbled and roared and lightning split it in two. Another pebble came, this one the size of a golf-ball. It smashed against the windshield so hard it created a spider’s web of cracks around the point of impact before bouncing off. The car up ahead swerved hard and Aaron had a split second to react. He veered right, narrowly avoiding a head-on collision and swerving around the out-of-control car. 
“That was close,” Jackal said. She and Frank were holding onto the seat backrests and looking out of the front of the van. 
“Too close,” Aaron said. “We need to find a place to get out of this, an overpass or something.”
Another hailstone flew at the van and embedded itself into the windshield with a loud crack that sent little shards of glass flying inwards. It was as if this one had come on the heels of the previous one to strike the exact same spot. 
“Dammit!” Aaron said. The hailstones were getting bigger. The one wedged in the windshield was the size of a golf-ball, but Aaron saw another slam into the ground up ahead and smash into golf-ball sized pieces. “C’mon, there has to be somewhere we can hide!” he said.
“We won’t reach one,” Amber said, “We need to use magick.” 
“Magick? No. We can’t risk it.” 
“We have to!” 
“We may have been able to take you on out in the forest, but you’re gonna fry us all if you change in here,” Jackal said.
“Amber’s right.” Damien’s voice came out of the back of the van. “Something about this isn’t right. I can feel it.” 
Frank turned his head and regarded Damien through narrow eyes. “Amber has to do it,” he said, “She has to use her power to stop the stones.” 
“If she goes berserk I can’t stop her,” Aaron said. 
“And if she and Damien don’t do something about these rocks they’re going to smash our van to pieces.” 
Aaron ground his teeth and nodded, and then Damien came rushing forward. He took Amber’s hand and together they closed their eyes and started to hum. It was low at first. Aaron glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw them both, hand in hand, and he felt the charge they were starting to generate. They were like dynamos, and his skin was reacting to their magick. 
“Look out!” Jackal said.
A projectile the size of a football came out of the sky like a bullet from a gun. Aaron swerved and the van screeched and spun out of control, into a tailspin, the tires unable to keep a hold on the icy road. He struggled with the wheel, wrestling the van back onto the road while Damien and Amber continued to hum as if nothing was wrong. 
 “We call the clouds to do our will,” they said, “Show us the sun that stands still.” 
Aaron managed to get the van moving in a straight line again, but the football sized hailstone had knocked the passenger side mirror clean off. That one was really close, he thought. It would have had enough force to punch through the windshield and pulverize anyone unfortunate enough to have gotten hit; including the werewolves. 
But as the sound of Damien and Amber’s chant filled the van, Aaron noticed the hiss of the hailstones start to diminish. The bigger fragments stopped coming in an instant, and within moments even the smaller ones seemed to have dwindled off. When Aaron felt the warm touch of the sun on his face and the road before him brightened, he couldn’t help but stare half surprised and half struck with awe and wonder at what Amber and Damien had done. 
Damien let go of Amber’s hand and exhaled his relief. Aaron didn’t stop the van until they had gotten to Amber’s parent’s house—cracked windshield be damned—for fear that their spell may wear off and the weather might turn again, but it held. The sun lingered in the sky, and the hail and even the snow subsided completely. 
It wasn’t until Aaron stepped out of the van that he saw the extent of the damage the hailstones had caused. They were only bumps and knocks, sure, but he would have to work overtime to hammer them all out. The worst part about all of this wasn’t the thought of having to sit in a garage with a hammer for a couple of hours, though. That wasn’t even an issue. 
The worst part was when Aaron retrieved the thing still wedged into the windshield. He realized it should have melted on its own but noticed it hadn’t melted yet, despite the rise in temperature, so he decided to yank it out and find out why. 
It wasn’t a hailstone between his fingers; it was a rock. An honest-to-God rock.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 16
 
 
I would have been lying if I had said the incident on the road hadn’t left me a little shaken up. Using magick again in that way, allowing the power into me and feeling the vibrations in my muscles, my bones, it was dangerous. The sensation was similar to changing shape, and as the seconds passed I could feel the beast beneath the skin sniffing around as the feeling came. Curious. Keen to learn.
The wolf, I suspected, didn’t know what magick truly was. Whatever magick had come out of me when the wolf took over was… I didn’t want to say instinctual; more like accidental. That, already, was cause enough for concern. But to imagine that it could think and react, even while I was in control? The thought that, maybe, it could influence my actions even from the depths of my psyche? 
I didn’t want to dwell on it.
This is why, despite the number of months that had passed since I had last visited my parents, I was relieved to have arrived at their farmhouse. The fields around the house were mostly deep green with lines cut through them. Proud sycamores dotted the landscape, a barn sat off to the west, and to the north the horizon stretched into hills and then mountains behind it. Winter in most parts of California was just a couple of days of rain, but Raven’s Glen was an exception, so I wasn’t surprised at the lack of white in the scenery. But the air was cool, the sky bright, and my spirits high.
“Are you ready?” Aaron asked.
The others had stayed behind. I didn’t want them crowding the house anyway, not for the initial talk I wanted to have with my mom. I wanted that to be the first thing I did with her, and then everything else could come after. 
I nodded. “Ready as I’ll ever be, right?” 
“I guess it’s a little too late to turn back anyway.” 
“I don’t want to turn back. I want to do this.” I reached for his hair and brushed it with my fingers, tucking some of his long blonde locks behind his ears. This was, after all, the first time I was going to introduce a man to my mom since… well, since Kyle. There had been Damien, too, but my mom was more aware of Aaron than she was of Damien as a person purely because we had gone to the same school growing up.
I wondered if she’d be happy to see him considering the way he treated me in school.
Aaron walked in front of me, climbing onto the porch and proceeding to ring the doorbell which sang loudly. A wind-chime started blowing as I stepped upon the porch and it drew my eye, distracting me for the briefest of moments. It was during that moment when my mom opened the door, so when I turned to look at her I was just as surprised as she. 
She stared at us, wide-eyed and frozen. 
“Hi mom,” I said, putting on my best smile. 
“Amber,” she said, her face softening. Her arms opened and I fell into her like water against a shore. Her hug was everything I had remembered; warm, kind, and full of love. The kind of love only a mother could give. It was the special kind of love which came not from the heart, but from somewhere entirely spiritual; from a place which could never be destroyed by time or space, or even death. 
“It’s so good to see you,” she said into my hair.
“You too, mom,” I said, fighting back the tears. Why had I waited so long? 
We pulled away from each other and she examined me from head to toe. I did the same. My mom was almost a spitting image of me, albeit with a few more wrinkles and slightly less vibrant hair. Hers was more of a dirty carrot kind of copper where mine was the blazing fire kind. But her eyes, they were as green as the fields around the house in the summer. Time had changed a lot of little things about her, but not her eyes. 
“You remember Aaron Cooper,” I said, introducing the man at my side. 
My mom stretched out her hand, smiled, and said, “There’s a face I haven’t seen in many, many years.” 
Aaron’s lips curled into a smile which exposed his pearly whites. “It’s great to see you, ma’am,” he said.
“Please, call me Rebecca. Ma’am makes me feel like a senior citizen.” 
“You’re not that old, mom.” 
I can smell it on her. The fear. The apprehension. Does she know why I’m here? Does she know what I am now?
“You never said you were coming,” she said, “I would have made things more comfortable for you and your friends. Don’t they want to come in?” 
“No, they’re fine,” I said, referring to Jackal, Damien, and Frank who were hanging around the van and checking out the rocks that had hit the windshield. “I was, uh… wondering if dad was home.” 
“Your father? Oh, sweetie, no, he’s out on business.” 
No. “What? I mean, where is he?” 
“Gosh, well, he’s in New York with your sister right now. He left day before yesterday.”
“Do you know when he’ll be back?” 
“Not for a couple of days. You should have called!” 
“I’m sorry. I guess I came over in a hurry.” 
“Hurry? Why?” she asked, reaching for my shoulder with her hand. “Is everything okay?” 
I didn’t have a couple of days. I was sure I didn’t. Were we supposed to turn around now and come back when my dad was in town? What if something happened to us before then? What if something happened to them? I didn’t want to do this without my father present, without allowing him his say, but the distinct possibility existed that my mom hadn’t told him anything about me. In fact, I was almost sure of it now.
My dad was the one who didn’t even want her practicing Wicca, after all. 
That snapshot of a memory from the time when I was young, of a fight between my parents which had gone horribly wrong, came surging forth. My stomach went cold first, and then my chest, and then the dreaded heat came. Aaron noticed and grabbed my hand, squeezing it tightly to help me fight the anger away and I managed, but barely.
“It, uh… it is,” I said, “And I wish it could wait for dad to be back, but it can’t. I just don’t have a choice.” 
“Amber… you’re starting to worry me, sweetie,” she said.
“I’m sorry. I don’t mean to. Can we just, can we go inside and talk?” 
“What about your friends?” 
“They’ll be fine. This shouldn’t take long anyway.” 
My mom nodded and stepped aside. I led Aaron into the house as if I had done it a hundred times, though in truth I had only been here a handful of times. The house didn’t seem familiar to me at all, didn’t smell like home, and didn’t vibe well with my aura. That was a pretty vague explanation of how the house felt immediately upon walking in, but vagueness was all I had. Something about the place didn’t feel entirely welcoming, as if there was an invisible hand putting resistance against my chest with every step I took. 
Maybe I was imagining the pushback, or maybe it had something to do with the fact that in the short walk from the front door to the kitchen I had seen four pictures of Corey—my sister—and none of me.
 
***
 
“It smells like piss and rotten eggs.” Jackal said.
“Piss?” Frank sniffed the rock. “Jesus, it does. And that’s not eggs; that’s Sulphur. Neither of these smells is good.” 
“A rock fell from the sky; what’s good about that?” 
“If it was a normal rock we could work with it, but this rock isn’t normal. Damien?” 
Damien took the rock, worked it between his thumb and forefingers, and sniffed it. Yeah, that’s piss alright, he thought. But there was something else about the rock. It wasn’t entirely mineral. Damien could feel the organic components inside of it as if the rock had a heartbeat. It didn’t, of course, but this was the way the information translated in Damien’s brain. 
The skin on his forearm started to tingle. 
“It’s not exactly alive,” Damien said, “But this didn’t come from a meteorite or anything, and it’s too big to have been picked up by the wind.” 
“We all saw it,” Frank said, “It came out of the sky along with all the others. One of them took the God-damned mirror clean off the van!” 
“Do you have any ideas?” Jackal asked.
“Only one; magick.” 
“You think she did this?” Damien asked.
“I don’t know,” Frank said, “It’s possible. Ever heard of apportation?” 
“Apportation? As in, teleportation?” 
“Sorta. Some bullshit mediums and psychics started using the term back in the eighteen hundreds to give a name to what they considered gifts from the spirits or poltergeist activity. In reality, they were just scamming people with wires and lies.” 
“What does that have to do with this,” Jackal asked.
“These psychics dirtied the word by using it to scam people, but apportation is real; and it sees way more use in the religious community.” 
“Religious?” Damien asked. He didn’t like where this was going. 
Frank took the rock and pressed his lips into a thin line as he inspected it. The rock was warm against his fingers, and it made his stomach twist in revulsion. It was like holding a piece of petrified crap. His instincts told him to put it down and wash his hands with soap. Repeatedly. With scalding hot water.
“I read a story once about a family in Connecticut,” Frank said, “Story was as old as time itself; family moves into new house, none of them notice the demon living inside of it, isn’t long until someone lets the evil attach itself to them. Then boom. They need a priest or a bullet. Sometimes both, but in this case just the priest.”
“You’re saying the rock has something demonic about it?” Damien asked.
“Demonic,” Jackal said. “Really?” 
Frank turned toward her and examined her stature. She was tall, this one. Hair the color of blood, lips as full as the moon, and hips designed to birth legions of werewolf babies. The curves on her had no effect on him, but they drew Damien’s eyes well enough. She had a strong mind on her, too. He figured she probably held a wealth of knowledge about werewolves and her culture, more so than what Aaron could. But her skepticism gave Frank pause. 
She could change shape whenever she wanted to, had seen magick in use, but balked at the word demonic?
“Among the symptoms reported by the priest,” Frank said, ignoring her skepticism, “One of them was rocks falling from the sky and slamming the house. One of them was the size of a basketball; tore a line right through the house. Smelled like a bag of shit dipped in vomit and stopped only when it hit hard concrete.” 
“What do you mean when you say symptoms?” Jackal asked.
“Listen, honey, you’ve gotta catch up here. I said a whole bunch of things just now and if you’re going to hook on to basic stuff and ask a lot of questions we’re gonna have a hard time getting through this.” 
“Ooh, the claws are out,” she said. “You planning on fighting me? Because otherwise you’d better pull them back.” 
“Queens don’t fight; we send pawns like you to fight for us.” 
“Enough,” Damien said, slamming the argument into the ground before it erupted. “It was a symptom of demonic attack, and we’ve been through those before. Just not to this scale.”
Jackal simmered down like she had turned self-control into an art-form. Frank, likewise, was able to bottle emotions away in order to use later in his magick. This sliver of annoyance would be the first in a new bottle he had just opened; a bottle with the word Jackal on it. 
“Yes,” Frank said, “We’ve had experience with demons before. This is new, though.” 
“The question still stands,” Damien said, “Was it a demon or was it her?” 
“I don’t know,” Frank said, turning his eyes toward Damien—into Damien. “If it was a demon, it didn’t do a very good job, wouldn’t you say?”
Frank could feel his heartrate starting to rise as he attempted to confront what he thought was living inside Damien, coiled around his soul like… like a snake. But even a snake in the grass could get flushed out. Creatures of vice take to heart insults against their pride. What Amber had told him the night before had troubled Frank enough, but when he coupled that with the snake he had seen in the Nether, it started to paint a picture. 
“What do we do with the rock?” Jackal asked, “Is it dangerous?” 
Frank retrieved the rock from Damien’s hand. “Nah,” he said, “It’s about as dangerous as a baby with a plush toy.” Putting all his might into his arm, Frank hurled the rock out into the field—away from the house—and then spat at the ground after it. “Fucking piss-ant little dipshit demon. Like to see it try something else.” 
The skin on the nape of his neck started to prickle, and his chest was warming up. When he turned around, Jackal looked poised and ready to defend herself, as if something had startled her. Damien was cool, though. Perfectly collected and staring out in the direction Frank had thrown the rock in. He rubbed his chest, then his shoulders, and said “We should go into the house or get back into the van. It’s cold out here.” 
“Yeah,” Frank said. He took the sudden surge of fear, which had crept into his heart, and swallowed it down. “We should.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 17
 
 
It wasn’t until I sat down at the kitchen table that I decided not to leave any details out of my story. I didn’t want to lie to my mother about my life, about the things that had happened to me and were still happening. If she was a witch, on some level, she must have already known something was going on with me, realized that something was different even if she couldn’t put her finger on what. Mothers had that instinctual connection to their kids, didn’t they?
Aaron sat down at the kitchen table next to me. The design of the place was simple, but homely; a checkered tablecloth on the table, a bowl of fruit next to the fridge, a calendar on the wall marking important dates. The air was heavy with the smell of freshly baked pastries—croissants, in fact—and a hint of rosemary. A cuckoo clock on the wall counted down the seconds.
“Tea?” my mom asked, “Coffee?” 
“Tea, please,” I said. 
Aaron said “No thank-you.” 
My mom nodded and proceeded to boil a kettle on the gas stove, preparing two cups each with a tea-bag and two teaspoons of sugar. You can take the girl out of New England but you can’t take New England out of the girl. I didn’t know many folks around where I lived who drank tea, but there was something about a warm cup of tea with a splash of milk in it that just seemed modest and cozy. 
“So?” she asked, “How have you been?” 
“Where do I start?” I asked. Aaron took my hand and squeezed it gently.
“I don’t know. It’s just that we haven’t talked in a while… I don’t know what’s going on with you.” 
“I know. I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy year.” 
“You could have called.” 
I pushed the growing guilt into the pit of my stomach and simply nodded, accepting that I had chosen not to involve my mother in my life and now had to face the consequences. What did my lack of wanting to reach out to her say about how I truly felt? What I really wanted to ask her was why she hadn’t called, and why she hadn’t made an effort. But what I instead said was “I’m really sorry, mom.” 
She nodded, turned around to face me, and waited by the stove as the kettle boiled. Beside her, pressed against the fridge by a magnet in the shape of the Eiffel Tower, was a Polaroid of Corey in Paris. She must have gone this year. Who took the picture? Her man, probably. I remembered having brought my mom thimbles of where I had gone in Europe. Wondered where she kept them.
“So, Aaron,” she said, “It’s nice to see you after all these years. You’ve really grown up.” 
“Thanks,” he said, “And Amber, I mean, she looks so much more like you now.” 
“I always thought so. It’s the hair, isn’t it?”
“It’s the eyes, I think. You have the same eyes.” 
“I’ve known that ever since she was born.” 
“I’m a witch, mom,” I said. A near paralyzing tremor filled my body as the words spilled out of my mouth. I hadn’t intended on being so blunt, but I also hadn’t spoken to my mom in a long time and hadn’t come here for small-talk. 
The room plunged into silence save for the ticking of the cuckoo clock. Aaron’s eyes were on me, narrow with concern and alarm. What have you done? His aura said. Good thing he couldn’t read mine. It would have told him I have no idea. It was the only card I wanted to play, though, so I played it. To hell with the niceties. 
“A… witch?” she asked.
“Don’t pretend, mom,” I said, “I found your box in the attic. I pieced it all together. I know you are too.” 
“I… I don’t know what you mean.” She turned around and stared at the kettle on the stove. 
I pushed a trickle of power into my right hand, directed my fingers toward the stove, and snuffed the fire out with my mind. Then, while my mom watched, I caused the water to come to a boil, sending the kettle into a mad, whistling frenzy. The veins in my neck and temple were starting to beat to the sound of my racing heart, and in the back of my mind I could feel the animal within me reaching for the magick and retreating at its touch as if burned. 
My mom stared on, almost in shock. Then she shook her head to snap out of something and poured the boiling hot water into the sink.
“Mom,” I said, “I have questions.”
“I’m sure you do,” she said, still looking away. “But I don’t have answers.” 
“I know you have answers. And you need to give them to me, mom. My life depends on it.” 
She turned, now. Practically whipped around. The blood had drained from her face. “Your life? What do you mean?” 
My eyes searched for Aaron’s and found them. He nodded. “Stuff has happened to me,” I said, “The hardest part wasn’t finding out I was a witch, like you. That I could deal with. It was the stuff that came after.” 
She considered for a moment. I could see the conflict in her eyes, could smell it on her skin. My mom would either send me away or listen to what I had to say, and in that instant I didn’t know which she would decide. But was the choice to send me away and deny me my answers truly a choice, or only an illusion?
My mom came up to the table and sat down… and then I told her everything.
 
***
 
I surprised myself at how easily I had been able to quantify the last year or so of my life. It seemed like my life before becoming a True Witch had been lived decades ago, when in reality I could think back to the day I enrolled in the Raven’s Glen College and remembered that I had been listening to the Cardigans.
By the end of the story, by the time I had caught up with current affairs, my mom was a sack of questions filled to capacity and about ready to burst. But I had the only question that mattered; the question that sat, as far as I was concerned, at the center of everything. It was the sun around which the fragments of my life orbited, forever chasing themselves but never quite catching each other. 
And yet, I couldn’t ask it.
“You should…” my mom started to say, “You could have called me… asked for my help.” 
“What help could you have given me?” I asked. Her eyes were filling with tears and she was having trouble finding her voice. I could see the hurt, the guilt, and the regret. “Mom?” 
“I don’t know, Amber. But I would have done whatever I could.” 
“Would you have used magick?” 
“That’s not fair.” 
“Why?” 
“Because… because…” 
“Because what, mom? Why won’t you use magick? Why did you stop?”
“I can’t.” 
“Not even after everything I’ve told you? About the constant demonic attack, about the powers I can’t control, about my dead friend? You wanted to know so I told you. I need you to give me the same kind of respect.” 
“It’s not about respect, Amber.” 
“Then what is it about?” 
My mom said nothing.
I have to say it, I thought. I have to ask. She won’t come out and volunteer it if I don’t ask. This was the entire reason for my coming here, the meat on the bones. My nerves were shot, I could feel myself about to fall apart, but I had to do it. 
“Mom,” I said, hands tingling and trembling. “I need you to tell me who my real father is.” 
My mom seemed to diffuse after what I had just asked. She settled into her chair again, ran her fingers through her hair, and tossed it over one shoulder. I could see the hurt in her eyes, the remembered pain in her aura flashing up like sunspots, and the conflict. Even now it was still there, the internal struggle with the truth. I had struggled with asking the question, deciding whether or not to push her. To push myself. But I had done it. The rest was up to her.
“Your real father isn’t the man you know…” 
A catch caught in my throat when I watched her aura tell me what she was about to say before she said it, but I waited in silence for her to continue.
“Your real father is dead.” 
Tears came quickly and in force, streaming down my cheeks. The news forced me to sit and Aaron sat with me, his hand still on my back. I wiped my face with the back of my hand, stared at the tears, and then stared at my mother. She was crying too, but her tears were different. Her tears were for a man she once knew, a man who had meant a lot to her. Mine were for a man I had never known, a man I would never know, and the lie I had lived.
“Why,” I said, “Why didn’t you tell me?” 
“Amber, I—”
“I guess… I guess you had to, right? You had to keep him from me because… because then dad would… I mean, does he know?” 
She paused, then nodded. “Your father—Charles—he knows about Ethan. He knows the truth.” 
“Ethan…” I said, staring into nothing. “Ethan.” 
Then it happened. My stomach twisted in a painful way. I lurched over and felt Aaron remove his hand from my back as if I had suddenly become red hot. My breaths were short, my heart so loud I couldn’t hear what Aaron was saying, and my vision was starting to blacken. It was as if I was slipping into a deep, dark ocean and staring at the world as it dimmed around me; dimmed into a single spot of white light leaving me alone in the dark.
But there was something in the darkness with me. The wolf was here, running toward the light at a speed which I could not hope to match, desperate for a sliver of control. And there was something else, too; something blacker than the darkness around me. 
The wolf was their problem; the darkness within me was mine.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 18
 
 
A meteor shower lit the night sky with scratches of white fire, but as Damien watched, the fire turned green and rained down on the earth. He took a step back just as a smoldering rock wreathed in green fire struck the ground at his feet, pulling the earth up in a cloud of dirt and dust. Damien shielded his eyes from the dust. When he removed his hand from his eyes, he saw the sky ablaze with green and thought, for a moment, it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 
Until the sky became a beast of writhing, sickly flame, and it came for him.
Damien turned. “Lily!” he said, screaming into the woods before him, “Lily, where are you?” 
“Damien!” she said, but her voice was distant and faint. 
He ran to the treeline, pushing as hard as his legs would take him. All around, the sky was falling. Chunks of flaming green rock were crashing through the trees. Branches were snapping and falling too, chucking green embers up as they fell. The world was ending. He knew it in his heart of hearts. This was how it would all happen when she won, when Linezka got that which she wanted. 
“Over here!” Lily’s voice was like a cool, wet blanket on his hot skin and he ran for it, hurtling over a fallen, smoldering tree and rolling down the hill on the other side of it. Bumping, knocking, and scraping he went, and his extremities sang with pain that was skin deep but pain nonetheless. A scream peeled out of his throat as the ground beneath him fell away and his stomach floated in that dizzying moment of freefall.
His shoulder hit the dirt first and the explosion of pain which followed sent his mind reeling, but he had at least come to a stop. 
“Lily,” he said, barely able to produce a sound from his throat. 
“Hurts, doesn’t it?” The voice came from the dark silhouette of a person standing stark against the green glow of the Dark Fire behind the trees. It was a woman, but it wasn’t Lily.
Damien struggled to rise, pushing beyond the pain in his chest, arms, and legs to find a part of him that could still fight, and he found it. His shoulder burned and the rest of his arm was numb—dislocated—but it was the old wound on his chest which caused the biggest distraction. The one that made him feel sick to his stomach. 
“This will never happen,” he said. “You won’t get your way.” 
“You don’t know that,” said the shadow figure. “Besides, from where I’m standing, things are looking pretty good. Look at you, for example. Inner turmoil, guilt, shame… pain.” 
“You don’t know anything about me.” 
“I know plenty about you, Damien Colt; I know what you’ve done.” 
Damien wiped the blood from his busted lip. “And what’s that?” he asked.
“I know you broke the skull.” 
“Bullshit. I didn’t break the reliquary.” 
“Oh, I’m sure you did. And I’m also sure you nudged our angry little friend in the direction you wanted it to go just as the ritual failed. It didn’t quite take, though, did it? Aaron was too strong for the demon. He always has been. One can’t really trust demons to be able to overwhelm a werewolf.”
Damien gritted his teeth and remained quiet. Sweat and blood were pouring down his face and soaking his shirt. 
“Where is it?” she asked.
“I destroyed it.” 
The shadow figure emerged from the darkness and took shape. It didn’t sound like Lily and he knew now the voice he had heard a moment ago had never been Lily’s voice to begin with. But the figure sure as hell had her long hair, her pointed chin, and her tattoos. For a moment Damien’s heart could have soared into the clouds. It called to her, sang to her, longed to see her again. But it was the eyes—those black orbs—that gave her away. There was no mistaking this mirage for what it really was. Linezka. 
“I can smell a liar from mile away, Damien,” she said. “Where is it?” 
Damien’s mouth curled upward. A trickle of blood spilled out of his busted lip. “If you’re so powerful, why don’t you know? Why can’t you tell me?”
“Because there are some places even my magick can’t go. Some rules even I can’t break. So how about you just tell me and… maybe I’ll do something for you?” 
“There’s nothing you can do for me.” 
“I said there were some rules I couldn’t break, but there aren’t many of those.” 
Damien fell silent. 
“I can let you see her again. Lily. You want to see her again, don’t you?” 
“You’re a liar,” he said. 
“Maybe, but I can see the desperation in you even from here. She was stolen from you. A casualty of a war she wasn’t a part of. It must kill you to know that Lily died for Amber and that Amber has forgotten you. Doesn’t it? You loved her, despite your flaws, and now you’ll never have her. Your sister was taken from you in vain.” 
“You took her from me, she didn’t die for Amber.”
“In a way, yes, I did. But I only took her because I was looking for Amber. And because your sister has my mark upon her soul, I can bring her back to you.” 
“No one can bring the dead back to life.” 
“I can, but only at great cost. And I feel like paying for what I’ve done to you.” 
“If you think I’ll turn on my friends, you’re wrong.” 
“Oh, but you have once already. Remember? Whatever you’ve done with the demon, wherever it is now, you tried to have it take Aaron. The fact that it failed is only a resolution of events, but the intent was there.”
“I wasn’t thinking straight,” he said, “I didn’t mean—”
“You did, Damien. You’re a dirty little Judas, but I’m offering you a chance to cut loose and start your life over again with your sister. I can do that for you. All you have to do is tell me what you’ve done with the demon and why I can’t sense it.” 
“You’re going to have to rip that information from me.” 
“That can be arranged too, sweet prince. And trust me; I would much prefer to have you all to myself for a while. I would rip it out of you eventually, but I would make you mine first.” 
Linezka—in Lily’s body—removed the buttons of her blouse one by one and let it fall open. And when she shook her head, whipping her hair around in wild slashes, the image of his sister melted into… into Amber. Goddess, it was her! The hair, the freckles, her slightly upturned nose. But her eyes—they shone with Dark Fire, sickly and green and mesmerizing. Damien’s chest burned white hot and he clutched it with his good arm. The skin beneath his fingers was throbbing, thumping, and sizzling, and his rapidly pounding pulse threatened to send him into cardiac arrest. 
“You’re lying,” he said, “I will never help you!” 
“I think you will, Damien,” she said, “Because people like you have darkness in them that will never go away. And as long as it’s there, I have a way in.” 
Damien shook his head and screamed, and then he jerked awake as if he had just risen out of the depths of a nightmare and broken through the surface to take his first gasp of air. He opened his eyes and saw, looming over him, two figures; one was a gorgeous woman with red hair and eyes you could fall into. Jackal. The other was Frank. 
Frank cocked an inquisitive eyebrow. “You okay?” he asked.
Damien, still stunned, his body still throbbing with pain—some phantom, some real—nodded. “Yeah, I… did I fall asleep?” he asked.
Jackal nodded. “Did a little sleep-talking, too. Who’s Lily?” 
Frank’s eyes were hard, and his lips were a thin line curved down at the corners. “It was probably just a nightmare,” he said. “In the middle of the day.” 
“I can’t believe I fell asleep,” Damien said. 
“I almost did too. They’ve been in there for an hour. Care to tell us what your dream was about?”
Damien felt small, like a suspect in an interrogation room answering to two cops; bad cop, hot cop. And while the vivid, lucid dream he had just endured was slipping, he still remembered the gist of it. Linezka, Lily, the Dark Fire, the demon. 
Judas.
“I don’t remember,” he said. 
“That’s a shame,” Frank said, “It sounded interesting.” 
Jackal’s finger went up and she made a schhhh sound. “Hear that?” she asked. 
Damien perked up. Jackal’s eyes were on the house and then Damien’s were too—though he couldn’t hear anything. Neither could Frank. But as they watched, they saw Amber emerge staggering, lurching, and distressed. Aaron came after her. He was trying to restrain her. But Amber slipped out of his grasp, threw herself onto all fours, and when the wolf burst out of her skin in a shower of clothes and blood and fur she let a howl tear into the sky before speeding off and disappearing into one of the nearby fields. 
They watched from the van, stunned, as Aaron leapt off the porch and his body transformed into the same huge, humanoid, half-man, half-wolf form Amber had just taken. Driven by powerful arms and legs, Aaron’s hulking grey shape gave chase to the copper one, also disappearing into the field. 
“Holy shit,” Jackal said after a beat. 
Frank opened the door. “Go,” he said, and Jackal sped into the field after them. 
Damien sat down and stared at Frank. “I didn’t expect that to escalate like it did,” he said.
“And I didn’t expect to hear some of the shit that just came out of your mouth.” Frank shut the door.
“We’re not going to help?” Damien asked. 
“Yeah, but you and me have gotta talk first.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 19
 
 
I hadn’t killed my mother. That was the only thing that mattered. I couldn’t remember leaving the house, but the way Aaron told it I had managed to keep enough self-control to make it through the front door before losing control to the wolf and running into the field. Remembering that moment was a struggle, and remembering the preceding conversation was like trying to watch a muted movie playing on a TV wrapped with cellophane. 
But I hadn’t killed her, nor had I hurt her or anyone else. As far as my ‘episodes’ went, this one was mild.
Aaron and Jackal brought me back to the house where Damien and Frank were waiting, but my mom, who hadn’t seen or experienced anything like this in years, had locked herself in her room. Fear made people do irrational things; that’s what made werewolves such great hunters. A scared prey makes mistakes. But Aaron wouldn’t let me go anywhere near her, at least not until he had spoken to her, so I got changed and waited downstairs in the living room with Frank, Damien and Jackal. 
This wasn’t a hang-out, though. I believed what I had just done, but I didn’t want to believe it. I wanted to have kept my cool, to have asked questions. Let the tears come, sure, let the beast come later. Just give me a minute to process the information that my real father, the man whose blood runs in my veins, was dead. 
“It’s a self-defense thing,” Jackal said. “The beast lashes out; it doesn’t like bad news.” 
“I’m sorry,” I said, “To all of you. I didn’t want to lose it.” 
“Look, what you were just told was some serious shit. I would have lost it too. Pretty sure these two would have also.” 
Frank and Damien had been oddly quiet, but I had barely noticed anyone’s presence since I sat down on the arm-chair closest to the fireplace. On the counter above it, there were photographs of the family; my mom, my dad and Corey smiling and all that. Selfies, mostly. 
“I don’t know what to do,” I said. “My mom lied to me all these years and I… I never… I didn’t even know. I didn’t want to believe this was actually going to happen.” 
“None of us did,” Frank said. “Out of the three of us, your family issues were the most vanilla.” 
“Vanilla?” 
“So your dad thought you were a freak and a lesbian. Big deal. At least he left you alone to live your life. He didn’t try to control you and tell you what to do and how to do it. Aaron’s dad split, Damien’s family was part of a cult, and mine… well, mine was the opposite of Damien’s, but still part of a cult.”
“I don’t think you’ve ever talked about your family before,” I said.
“I’m pretty private about that part of my life, but I’ll never forget what happened. My past is a part of me, probably still a part of Damien’s too.”
Damien nodded, but he seemed vacant. Distracted. Hurt? 
“You had me at cult,” Jackal said, “Spill it.” 
Frank rolled his eyes.
“Frank, no, you don’t have to,” I said, “Really.” 
“It’s fine. I guess I have a point to make so I might as well.” He stood, crossed toward the window, and lit a cigarette. Even from the other side of the room, I could smell the smoke. It tickled my nostrils. “My father was a pastor,” he said, “A big-shot with the local churchgoers. Made a lot of in-roads, kissed a lot of ass, and had the whole community under his thumb. I was a youth pastor.”
Jackal’s eyes lit up but she stifled the laugh. 
“Never would have pegged you as a youth pastor, Frank,” Damien said. 
“Better believe it. With my cheekbones, I looked like a fucking angel in white. And my father ate it all up, but then he caught me with another guy and… let’s just say it would have been better if he had caught me with livestock.”
“I’m sorry, Frank,” I said.
“Don’t be. My father was a tyrant. If my mom called me up today and told me the man I thought was my father wasn’t my father, I’d be pretty stoked.”
“My dad wasn’t exactly a tyrant.” 
“That’s probably what your issue is. He wasn’t the best, but he also wasn’t the worst. When is he back?” 
“A couple of days.” 
Frank exhaled a stream of smoke out the window. “Think we can wait that long so you can clear the air with him? Your mom’s gonna tell him, obviously,” he said. 
“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Damien said.
“Why’s that?” 
“Because I don’t know if she’s told him. The timeline is important here.” 
“You saying my mom cheated on my dad?” I asked.
“Does that change anything?” Damien said.
“I… I don’t know…” 
I caught Damien’s eyes and for an instant sensed a kind of pain in them. It wasn’t external pain that you can kill with a pill, but internal pain; the kind that keeps you up at night, thinking. Maybe the topic of cheating had brought stuff up inside of him too? We both thought our relationship would work out and, on paper, it should have… but life is never that simple. 
“You need to talk to your mom,” Jackal said. “I may be a casual observer to this whole situation, but I had a lot of questions for my mom before she bit the dust. Questions I never got to ask. You have a chance to get to know your real dad through her. Take it.” 
“I don’t know if I can forgive her,” I said, “She should have told me.” 
Damien stood. He tugged on his shirt, looked at me—into me—and said “We all make mistakes, Amber.” 
I watched him frozen—paralyzed—by… something, as he walked out of the room. What the heck had happened I didn’t know, but I almost couldn’t move. Couldn’t blink. Couldn’t breathe. My heart had started thumping hard again and I was almost too scared to reply. What did he mean? And why was that so intense? 
Frank put his cigarette out and closed the metal box. “You think you can go check on him?” he asked Jackal.
Surprisingly, Jackal nodded and followed Damien into the adjoining room, leaving Frank and I alone. 
I let the breath escape my lungs and turned my eyes toward Frank. “This is all messed up,” I said.
“I know, honey,” he said, sitting next to me. “But you’ve gotta harden up. You’re already getting a hold of yourself. You’ve taken the first step. Now go take another one.” 
“You think I should go talk to her?” 
“I can’t tell you what to do. I like telling you what to do, but I can’t right now. This, everything that’s happening, the strength—the choices—needs to come from you.”
I nodded, took a deep breath, and stood. “Thanks, Frank,” I said.
“Don’t just thank me. Thank Damien, too. I think he needs it.” 
“I’ll go talk to my mom and then I’ll talk to him,” I said as I made my way toward the stairs.
“Oh, and Amber,” Frank said.
I stopped, looked at him. “Yeah?” 
“Ask your mom what the Wi-Fi password is? I’m bored as shit out here.” 
A smile spread across my lips. I nodded and pulled myself up the stairs, navigating a house I felt less and less welcome in every second I spent inside it. My mom’s bedroom door, the one at the end of the corridor, was closed, but I could hear talking on the other side of it. 
“Now or never, Amber,” I said to myself. I still had no idea what I was going to do, whether I was going to forgive her or not, but I was done hiding from things.
I knocked on the door. 
 
***
 
“Aaron, could you give us a minute?” I asked.
I was risking losing control to the beast around my mom again, and this time with Aaron too far away to stop me from hurting her, but he didn’t need to be here for the conversation I was about to have. It wasn’t that I wanted to keep Aaron in the dark; I just thought my mom would have been more open to talk to me if we had some privacy.
Aaron came up to me, rubbed my shoulders, and asked “Are you sure?” 
I nodded. “I’m fine. I promise.” 
He kissed me on the forehead. “I’ll be on the other side of that door. A heartbeat away.” 
“Just like you always are.” 
Aaron smiled a soft smile and headed out, leaving my mom and me alone in her bedroom. I had definitely never been in here before, but it looked like any bedroom a loving husband and wife would share. A big bed covered in pillows, a closet filled with both their clothes, a TV mounted on the wall. My mom seemed small on the bed. Hunched. 
“Can I sit next to you?” I asked.
She nodded. Her eyes were puffy and red and I could smell the bitter, hot fear in the air, but she was handling it well. 
I approached, sat down, and accepted the slight flinch when our arms brushed together. “I’m sorry about before,” I said. “I should have warned you.” 
“It’s not your fault,” she said, “Aaron explained.” 
“Everything?” 
“He told me enough; I figured out the rest.”
I tucked a few stray strands of hair over my left ear so that she could see my face, and then I looked at her, really looked at her, reaching with my mind and with my invisible senses, trying to find her. But she wasn’t there. I mean, she was, of course, physically present. But spiritually? It was like she had no aura to speak of, nothing to give me a measure of her emotions or to even suggest she was a real, living, human being. 
“I didn’t know how to tell you,” she started to say. “You were growing older and you… you started to look so much like him and I just, as the days went on, it got harder and harder to tell you.” 
“Why?” I asked, “Did you think I wouldn’t take it well?” 
“You’re my daughter. I had a feeling I knew how you would take it, but you’re my daughter. I knew you would have questions. Questions I didn’t want to risk answering.” 
The word risk came at me hard and sent a shiver crawling up my spine. “Risk?” I asked, confronting the issue instead of beating around the bush, “What risk?” 
“Your father and I… we were in love, but it was a love we couldn’t keep.” 
“Mom…” I said, “You have to have believed I could have handled this.” 
“No,” she said, wiping the pooling tears from her eyes, “It wasn’t just the love I had to keep from you. Maybe if that was the only reason it wouldn’t have been enough for me to keep me from telling you the truth, but there’s more to it… and it has to do with what you told me downstairs.” 
Her hand was shaking so I took it. “Mom,” I said, “You have to tell me… all of it. I need to know the truth.” 
She smiled at the touch of my hand, nodded, and then stood. I watched her walk to the side of the bed, which belonged to my dad, and pulled a box out from under it. Intrigued, I approached. The box was worn and scuffed by the passage of time. I recognized it as the same kind of brown box she had left behind in the attic back home, some of which still held a lot of her old Wiccan charms and spell-books inside. 
“This was his,” she said, handing the box to me. “This is all I have left of him.” 
I didn’t have to ask her what was inside the box. I hadn’t even looked inside but I was sure I would find pictures of the two of them, at least, or something of his; maybe an old shirt, a necklace, a ring. This box wasn’t big enough to hold much, but the energy of the box was enormous. My fingers were tingling, and a kind of soothing warmth had started to fill my extremities and was working its way into my chest. 
I wasn’t ready for what I found inside.
Careful not to disturb the box’s contents, I placed it on the bed and unclipped the lid which squeaked when I pulled it open. A wooden smell came up to greet me, but the smell of man was there too. It was in the grease still imprinted upon the many papers and photos in the box, in the fabric of the knitted grey scarf rolled into a tight ball to the side, and in the lock of hair kept hidden inside a pouch at the very bottom of the box. 
One by one I retrieved every piece and laid them next to each other on the bed. My mom, I noticed, was leafing through an old booklet she had taken out of a small envelope. She was being careful not to let tears fall on the pages, wiping her under-eyes incessantly, but I was drawn to the pouch with the lock of hair. It didn’t surprise me that my mom, a witch, would have something like this. What did surprise me, though, was that my mind was—somehow—forming a mental image of the man. Tall, with hair as dark as jet, and eyes as green as a Caribbean sea. How was I getting all that from smell alone? 
My mom handed me the notebook. Inside, I found poems; lines and lines of poems, personal thoughts, and doodles. “My dad was an artist?” I asked.
She nodded. It made sense, didn’t it? “He sketched too, but I don’t have any of those. He loved writing poems, though. He wanted to turn them into lyrics for songs.” 
“But… my dad was a werewolf, wasn’t he?” 
“He was. But he wasn’t like any of the werewolves I had ever met. He was quiet. Humble. Fiercely loyal to his friends… to me…”
A great many thoughts scrambled through my mind, neurons firing like fireworks in my brain. But the one question burning a hole in my chest was this one: why had the universe chosen to deny me from meeting this quiet, powerful introvert? I could have learned so much from him, could have had someone to turn to when everything seemed bleak. Why?
“What was his name?” I asked.
“Ethan… Ethan Lee.” 
“No way. My dad’s last name was Lee? How is that possible”
My mom smiled, laughed, and I laughed with her for the first time in a long time. The warm tingles came again, but this time they came from her. She picked up a small envelope, opened it, and produced a number of pictures from it. Pictures. My heart started to thrum in my chest. I braced myself, looked at one, and the image I had formed of my dad in my mind manifested before my very eyes. My mom could have been my twin, and my dad—so strong, young, and handsome—I was stunned. She was pregnant. I didn’t see a ring on her finger, but that still didn’t explain his last name.
When she showed me a picture of the man who took the photo, a man whom I had known since I came into the world, sitting side by side with my real father, I didn’t know what to say. Charles, the man my mother had married, was sharing a beer with Ethan, the man whose blood ran in my veins.
“How is this possible?” I asked.
“Your father and your… Charles… they were cousins.” 
“Cousins?” I stared at the picture again. The resemblance was there. Sure it was. 
“They were more like brothers, but biologically they were cousins.”
“So they were really close?” I paused to stuff the words back in my mouth. The questions may have been too much for her to handle. “I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay. You have to ask these questions. I want you to.” 
I nodded. “Do you know what I’m going to ask you next, then?” 
“Yeah…” 
“Are you ready?” 
“I am.” 
I took a pause, a breath, a moment to let my heart relax, and said, “How did he die?” 
She sat down on the foot of the bed and took the pouch with the lock of hair in her hands. “Where do I start?” 
“At the beginning.” 
My mom pressed her lips into a line, closed her eyes, and fought hard against the urge to cry. “Your real father died to protect me.” 
In an instant, the ambient temperature in the room seemed to plummet. “W-what do you mean?” I was almost too afraid to ask, but I had to. I felt like she needed it, she needed to tell it as much as I needed to hear it.
“It was a long time ago,” she said, “Your father and I, our relationship, it was young. But it was about the time I got pregnant that strange things started happening to me.”
“What kind of strange things?” I asked.
“I thought someone had put a hex on me at first, and then I thought someone was following me. It was both; a woman was following me and meddling in my life with magick.” 
“With demons?”
“I didn’t know what to call them at first, but yes. She couldn’t get them to latch onto me, though, and that… it made her mad. One night, she just showed up out of thin air and attacked us both. Your father died so that I could escape. So that we could escape. He was a hero.”
I closed my eyes, turned away, and counted—in my mind—backwards from a hundred until the fire in my throat subsided. Then I turned around, knelt before her, and took her hands in mine. 
“Mom,” I said, “I’m so, so sorry you went through all that.” 
“Not a day goes by that I don’t think about it all. But Amber, Charles was a hero too.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“Charles stepped up. Raised you and Corey as his own children. He did it all because he loved your father, loved me, and loved you and your sister. I know he’s got a hard shell, but he really does love you.”
I nodded and smiled. “I know that now.” 
She put a hand on my cheek, smiled a teary smile, and brushed my hair away from my face. “We did everything we could to protect you. I put a spell on us to keep her out of our reach and destroyed my own aura so that she couldn’t find me. We moved. I had thought about destroying your aura when you were born too, just to be sure, but I was counting on her trail to have gone cold by the time you had grown up. I didn’t want to deny you the chance to become the person you were meant to be.” 
“Did you know all along what would happen to me?” 
“In a way.” 
“That’s why you kept the box…” 
“But I never thought she would find you. I thought she was after me, not you. Before we moved out of Raven’s Glen, I had a dream about a snake. I knew she had found me
even after all these years, so I left hoping she would follow me and leave you alone.” 
“Why did you move here? Why not somewhere farther away?” 
“Because if she was going to find me and kill me, I wanted to be buried close to Ethan…” 
“My… my father is buried here?” 
She nodded. “New Heart Cemetery.” 
I must have stared at my mother for minutes without speaking before I finally asked “Can I see his grave?” 
“You can,” she said, “But wait, before you go anywhere, I need you to know that I only threw my magick life away to protect you; to keep you safe so that your father didn’t die in vain, and to make sure she didn’t get her hands on anyone else close to me. I would have been there for you if I could have.”
“You don’t have to say that, mom.” 
“No, I do. I believed my magick was the poison, but now—looking at what a beautiful, intelligent, powerful woman you have become—I can see how wrong I was. I should have embraced the magick and trusted in the God and Goddess that they would see us through.” 
“There was no way you could have known.” 
“I know, but I’m responsible for each and every life I helped her take by refusing to act.” 
I reached for her face and wiped the tears from her cheeks. “I’m here now, okay?” I said, “I forgive you, mom… and I love you.” 
“I love you too.” 
Never in the history of my life had I ever leapt into someone’s arms more fully. There was nothing quite like a mother’s embrace. It had a power so primal and soothing it could quell even the most disquieted of hearts, and after the things she had said both of my hearts needed quieting. Linezka had killed my father, driven my mother into hiding, and gone on a murderous rampage to find the baby she saw in her prophecies; the child of the witch and the wolf that would be marked by the demon.
The one with the power to end her, or end everything else.
With every passing moment I could feel my heart lightening. It was as if someone had opened a door and let a sliver of light into an otherwise dark room. Frank had been right. I had to confront my inner demons before I could confront the outer one. The truth about my father had been one demon I was aware of; visiting his grave and saying goodbye, I now knew, was another.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 20
 
 
Judas.
Damien ran the tap, let a pool of water fill between his cupped hands, and washed his face. Then, without giving it too much thought, he opened the back door leading out of the kitchen and stepped into the afternoon. It was warm out, thanks no doubt to his magick. He realized none of them had eaten yet, but hunger didn’t bother him much. Besides, he didn’t want to think about Amber right now, or about Aaron, or Frank, or even Jackal. 
His secret conversation with Frank in the back of the van had been less than pleasant, but they had at least gotten somewhere. “A plan”, Frank had called it, and Damien trusted him since Frank, he thought, was probably the only person who really understood what Damien was going through. He was happy Frank had agreed to keep the particulars of his dream a secret. This was the kind of thing the group didn’t want to hear, not after all they had already been through… and all that was still to come.
Before he knew it, Damien had walked all the way to the barn, which sat opposite the house. He hadn’t actively thought of coming here, but the size of it must have drawn him to the building. Maybe there were horses inside? At the very least, it was a place he could go to be alone. Being around people all the time was exhausting, and Damien hadn’t seen a lot of quiet time in the last couple of weeks. This was a good place to—
“Lost in thought?” 
Damien jumped at the sound of Jackal’s voice and turned on his heel. “Fuck,” he said, “Shouldn’t creep up on a witch like that.” 
“Sorry. I’m light on my feet.” Her red hair drank in the sun, and in the light it looked more like freshly spilled blood than it did in the dark. Damien saw himself reflected on her aviators.
“It’s fine. I just needed to get out of there.” 
“Your ex’s mom’s place. I get it.” 
“How did you—”
“I could see it on you. Smell it on you. Plus, Aaron told me.” 
“Ah.” 
“Don’t worry. It isn’t like we talk about you or anything. You just came up. You’re a big question mark, you know that?”
Damien tried the barn door. It swung open in a wide, creaking arc. Inside, all was browns and golds and sunlight, but no horses. There were hay bales and a tractor, though, and plenty of gardening tools. Why he thought there would be horses in a barn he didn’t know, but then he had never so much as visited a farm before now. 
“Why am I a question mark?” he asked, stepping inside. 
“Because you’re difficult to read.” 
“You’re not the first person to have said that.” 
“Am I the first werewolf?” 
“You and Aaron are the only werewolves I’ve ever met.” 
“Trust you don’t meet more.” 
Damien paused, turned around, and cocked an eyebrow. “Oh?” 
She approached, invaded his personal space, and took a deep whiff of his collar. “Because,” she said, her breath on his neck, “Werewolves don’t trust people they can’t get a clear smell from.” 
“Is that a threat?” 
Jackal backed up a step, her lips curled into a smile. “I don’t need to threaten you. I’m not being cocky or anything, but that wound on your chest tells me you wouldn’t be much of a match in a fight.” 
“Witches don’t fight with fists.”
“True. But do you think you’d be able to get a spell off before I put my claws in your neck?” 
“Is this what you came here to do? Gloat about how you can kick my ass?” 
“No, but I can tell you’re pissed at me now and it’s good to be able to get something out of you. Tells me what I need to know about you.” 
Clever. Damien turned around again and circled the tractor, but remained silent. Jackal swung around on the other side and they met behind the big, red vehicle.
“Why are you hiding it?” she asked.
“Hiding what?” 
“The scar on your chest.” 
“I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“Of course you don’t, but I don’t take no for an answer.” 
“Sorry to disappoint you.” 
“I’m not disappointed, I’m intrigued. Even humans wear their scars with pride. I think I know why you’re hiding it, but I want to hear it from you.” 
“Why is it so important that I tell you?” 
“Because nobody likes a little bitch who doesn’t deal with their issues, Damien.” 
Damien’s breathing had quickened. His chest started to vibrate and he felt the power calling at the edge of his senses, building, like water behind a dam about to burst. “I’m nobody’s bitch,” he said.
“Then show it to me.” 
“What?” 
“I want to see it. Right now. Take off your shirt and show me the scar.” 
He swallowed hard and considered, for a moment, what angle Jackal was playing. What did she want from him? Did she want him to be vulnerable with her? Was she looking for a weakness she could exploit? Or did she just want to see the scar on his chest? She could already smell it—the clots and scabs, the pink flesh, the mangled tissue. Why would she not be curious?
Heat rose from his chest into his neck and cheeks. Damien slid his jacket off his shoulders and let it fall to the ground. With great effort, he then lifted his shirt up and over his head. The cold came all at once, biting at the still relatively raw flesh on his chest and he winced, but his refusal to show vulnerability in front of a werewolf kept him from letting the pain manifest on his face.
Jackal took a step toward him, then another, and then her fingers came. Warm, soft, delicate, they traced the longest, deepest line of the scar. The one, which hadn’t healed nearly like the others had, running from his collar to just above the rib-cage. There were four marks on his chest in total, each cut done simultaneously by the same clawed hand. 
Amber’s hand.
“This,” Jackal said, once she had removed her aviators to inspect it more closely, “Is bad-fucking-ass.” 
It wasn’t. The damage to his skin had been horrendous. The wound was sore when the temperature dropped, itchy every other minute of the day, and sensitive to even the slightest touch. It required constant care and attention with creams, bandages, and even magick. And the scar it would leave was going to be the ugliest, biggest scar he could have ever imagined he would receive. The worst part, though, was that—
“She gave this to you, didn’t she?” Jackal asked.
Damien nodded, but remained silent.
Her fingers hadn’t broken contact with his skin; she was like an artist searching for imperfections on the canvas of his chest. “And you haven’t told her.” 
“No. And I won’t.” 
“Because you still love her, and it would hurt her to learn she had nearly killed you.”
 “That’s a reach, isn’t it?” 
Jackal placed her entire palm on Damien’s chest and pressed herself against him. He flinched now, wincing from the pain, but he clenched his jaw and held it. “Is it?” she asked. “I’ve seen the way you’ve been looking at her. I don’t have to be able to read you to notice your eyes go where she goes, follow what she does.”
“What is it you want from me?” 
She cupped his cheek with her other hand and slid her fingers into his hair, around the back of his neck. Slowly, Jackal reached for his lower lip with her teeth and nipped at it. Damien’s heart exploded into a sprinting pace, beating so hard the veins in his neck began to show. Jackal could hear it. Of course she could. He didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of hiding his excitement, the rush, the thrill, so he didn’t.
“I like scars, Damien,” she said. “The ones you can see, and the ones you can’t. I can show you mine too, if you want.” 
The warmth radiating out of her seemed to make the cold around them irrelevant. She trailed the line of his jugular with her lips, reaching his collar and continuing until the delightfully euphoric moment where her warm tongue found pink, damaged skin.
Damien’s entire body began to tremble. “I can’t,” he said. 
“How much do you love her?” she asked, alternating between kissing and licking the wound on his chest.
“I’d die for her.” 
“Kill for her?” She removed her jacket and let it fall to the floor, exposing her tattoo-covered arms.
“If I had to, yes.” 
“Even if she’s fucking someone else every night?” 
Damien shoved Jackal and she stumbled, but she didn’t fall. “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, his heart thundering in his head. 
“It means what I said. Amber is with Aaron, and that relationship isn’t going anywhere. You’re out of the running, Damien, so you need to make sure that whatever you do you’re doing it because you love her enough to not care who she’s with.” 
“I don’t care who she’s with.” 
“That’s not what I see.” 
He shoved her against a wooden beam, hand against her throat. “What do you see when you look at me?” 
“I see a guy who loves a woman he can’t have. A guy who’s going to let his analytical brain get the better of him and make a mistake he’ll regret for the rest of his life.” 
“I already made a mistake I’ll regret for the rest of my life. You don’t know anything about me.” 
“Sure I do. You’re the kind of guy who makes mistakes because you over think things, and because you’re afraid to say how you really feel about something. The scar on your chest is sexy but that quality isn’t, and that’s why she’ll never love you back.”
He could see his own face reflected in her clear blue eyes, eyes the color of summer—or winter. But he saw something else, too: he saw the weakness she was talking about. Like a specter hanging over his shoulder, a gaunt mockery of himself with its twiggy hands around Damien’s neck. 
His heart was pounding, thumping, hammering. In his head, his chest, and his palms he could feel it, each beat harder and louder than the last; a rising crescendo with the power to take away his sense of sound, his vision, and his ability to make reasonable choices. There she was, pressed between his naked chest and a wooden beam, her skin exposed and smelling like the most delicious, ripest fruit in the garden. And he was thinking. He was thinking about Amber, about magick, and about the consequences of his actions until now—and the consequences of whatever action he was about to take. 
Jackal’s hand came up in a flash and connected with his cheek. Stars danced before his eyes and Damien went reeling. He blinked and stared at her. “Pussy,” she said, and she slipped past him to grab her jacket from the floor.
Something inside of him clicked, then. Damien grabbed her arm, and pushed her back against the wooden beam. Just as her mouth opened to protest, he plunged his lips against it and swallowed her breath, feeling for her tongue with his own. He cupped her face with his hands and she reached for the hem of her shirt, lifting it over her head and tossing it aside. 
The pain was irrelevant. Adrenaline had all but shut his mind up; all he wanted was the feel of her skin against his. Jackal fumbled with his belt as he tasted her full lips, her slender neck, and the tops of her perky breasts. He pulled the cups of her bra down and freed them, then he took a nipple into his mouth and bit it. Jackal cried out, a pleasurable moan filled the barn, and then his belt came loose. 
Damien let his jeans fall to the floor. He unbuttoned hers, whipped her around, and pulled them down from behind. Entering her caused every inch of his being cry out in joy and in bliss. He had been with no other women besides Amber and Natalie—the witch of honey and cinnamon from San Francisco—but Amber was freshest in his mind. He remembered how soft her skin was, how her curves fit his body perfectly, and realized that Jackal reminded him of her. 
When he looked down at the curve of her back, at her blood red hair, and the curve of her backside, he noticed the scar on his chest. It was impossible to miss. A painful reminder of what Amber had done to him in a fit of uncontrollable rage. Yet when he closed his eyes to rid himself of the view, all he could see was Amber.
The heart wants what the heart wants.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 21
 
 
We pulled up to the cemetery after having eaten something at my mom’s place. They all came with me except for my mom, who didn’t think it was a good idea to be around me at the cemetery. Just in case. I was fine with that. She had already given me so much, told me so much. All I had to do was look at her face to see the physical and emotional toll today had taken on her. The last thing I wanted was for her to have to deal with any more of my drama. 
More like trauma. 
“Up here,” Frank said. 
My mom had given us the cemetery’s address and explained, using landmarks, where my dad’s grave was. The graveyard was a sprawling thing, with hills and trees and all manner of monuments to the deceased. Statues of cherubs and gargoyles watched over the graves, while tall, crooked sycamores provided shade from the sun. My mom had described one sycamore in particular at the crest of a hill. It was supposed to always be green and full, no matter the time of year. Next to it, she said, I would find my father’s resting place. 
When I walked up to Frank, I saw it. 
The headstone was a simple thing made of black marble that took in more light than it reflected. Gold lettering scrawled into it read “Here lies Ethan Lee. A great, humble man.” 
The tears came slowly, but they came. I knelt on the soil and stared at the headstone, feeling the smooth marble beneath my fingertips. It was cool and soft, and time hadn’t worn the lettering too badly. In fact, the headstone was in great condition considering it was almost three decades old. Then I noticed the vase with some withering flowers in it placed by the side. Had my mom left those? If so, when? Judging by the color of the flowers, it couldn’t have been more than a few days ago. 
“When I die,” Jackal said, “I want to be cremated.” 
“Me too,” Frank said, “To the elements shall I return.” 
Aaron knelt beside me and put his arm around my shoulder. “Are you okay?” he asked.
I nodded. “I think so. This is just a lot to process.” 
“I know. Take your time, okay? We’re here.” He stood, asked the group to give me some space, and backed off down the hill with them to leave me alone with my father. 
A gentle breeze picked my hair up and tugged at it from behind. I wrestled some of the strands out of my eyes and stared at the headstone again, then at the ground. Before I knew it, my fingers were pressing into the earth—just the tips—and I was reaching for his essence with my mind, stretching my senses out into the Nether to find a glimpse, a hint of him. Graveyards were quiet places for both the living and the dead. The dead came here to rest, so when I saw that the Nether was as still as the material world I wasn’t exactly surprised. 
Disappointed, but not surprised.
“Hi,” I said. 
I wasn’t expecting a response, but I paused anyway and wiped a tear from my lower eyelid to stop it from escaping. 
“I never got to meet you,” I said, “And that’s unfair. You never got to meet me either, though. I’m not sure which is more tragic. I think you’d have liked me. I know you’d have liked me. You would have understood me… probably more than most others did. I think we both got short-changed here.” 
Another pause. I glanced over my shoulder and saw my friends at the foot of the hill standing like an awkward bunch of goth kids. None of them seemed to know what to do with themselves. A smile crept across my lips.
“I don’t have much to say,” I said to the headstone, “I only came here because I wanted to thank you for saving my mom’s life. I’ve forgiven her for not telling me about you. I can’t blame her. I don’t think I’ll be able to ever stop wondering what life would have been like if you had been my dad. I know you probably don’t want me to do that, but there’s little you can do to stop me, isn’t there? So, wherever you are, whatever you’re doing, just know that I... I know the truth. About you. About mom. And that I’m going to destroy the bitch that put you here.” 
Another breeze crept up the hill. It had a nasty bite so I turned my face away, but then I heard something else floating on the back of the wind; a humming? My eyes went up, searching and scanning. My skin prickled, but I couldn’t find the source of it. Then I remembered the cellar, remembered the feeling, the humming, and remembered Collette.
I stood. “Collette?” I said. Aaron heard. “Collette, is that you?” 
My invisible senses stretched into the Nether around me again like blood through water. Where there had been nothing a moment ago, there was something now. It was an impression; a warm melody that reminded me of a hug between sisters. If it was her, she was standing only a few feet away from me. Humming. Smiling, I thought. Happy. 
I could feel Aaron’s energy reacting to my sudden alertness, could feel the spiritual vibrations his body made as he crested the hill behind me. But all I could do was reach for Collette, stretch out my hands, and wrap myself in her essence. To ask her how she is. Where she is. Why she is. I had so many questions for her, so many open boxes left to close. Then I heard her voice as if she were speaking from a vaulted, empty room.
“Memento mori, ma cherie.”
“Collette!” I said, immediately raising the alarm. “Please, if that’s you, I need you to speak to me.” 
“When ze devil comes you must choose, cherie,” she said, “Choose ze light or ze dark, but choose it in your heart. Not your mind.”
“I can’t do this without you, Collette. I need you here, with me. I don’t want you to be gone.” 
“What iz already gone can never again be taken from you. Be ready now. It comes.” 
Her voice faded to an echo and continued to diminish until it was as if the voice had never existed in the first place. The Nether was dark and still again, devoid of all figures and voices, of all movement save for the vibrations caused by the living. Aaron was by my side, his hand on my shoulder. Behind him were Frank, Damien, and Jackal, their vibrations matching Aaron’s. They were all worried about me, and curious as to what I had seen. But I had no time to explain.
It comes.
From my diaphragm came a movement so powerful it brought me to my knees, gagging and coughing. My ephemeral senses were gone, my lungs weren’t taking in air, and my muscles were starting to twitch beneath my skin. It was happening. I was changing. Any moment now I would take the beast’s form and either run from, or attack, the closest person to me. Aaron. But something about this didn’t feel right. 
“Amber,” Aaron said into my ear, “I need you to listen to the sound of my voice.” 
I groped for his shirt and neck and squeezed it, bringing attention to the fact that I couldn’t breathe. Aaron realized what I was trying to say, and the blood drained from his face. “She’s choking!” he said.
“Get away from her!” Frank said. He shoved Aaron aside and knelt in front of me. “Amber, listen to me; it’s happening. You need to fight.” 
“Wh—wh—” the words weren’t coming. Air wasn’t coming. 
“Don’t ask questions! Your body’s pushing it out of your throat. I need you to help it. Throw it up all over the ground. Bring the light down and fight it!” 
It was like a flood of hot, painful bile was clawing its way through my throat to get out of my mouth. At least, that’s what it felt like at the beginning. Then it seemed more like the bile wasn’t trying to get out at all, but rather grabbing onto the insides of my throat to stop my body from trying to push it out. Kicking and screaming and scratching, making sure I could feel every last second of its passing. My throat swelled, my vision receded, and I still hadn’t taken a breath. With the last ounce of my strength, I dug deep into myself, into the power of my soul, and pulled at whatever light I could find like they were pieces of sparkling foam bubbles floating in the air. I imagined the foam entering my stomach through my skin and pushing out from inside, pushing up into my throat, to expel the thing that wanted so desperately to stay within me; a thing that wasn’t quite a demon, but was. 
In one heaving move, I choked the ball out of my throat and expelled it from my mouth. Finally I was able to take a breath of crisp, cold air into my lungs, and for a moment I remained where I was, doubled over and struggling to catch my breath. But then I opened my eyes and I saw it; a black shape like the kind I had seen many times before, like a splotch of black ink in midair. The thing was writhing and pulsing, tendrils of blackness spreading and contracting. The others watched; Aaron and Jackal poised to attack it with tooth and nail, and Frank and Damien both stunned and silent. 
Then the splotch of black ink reached for my face and pulled itself toward me. 
I fell to my back, struggling to hold it off, but it had no mass. Frank leapt to my defense and grabbed onto my shoulder. Damien opened his palm and released thousands of silver motes into the air, which descended upon me like glittery snowflakes. Once again, I couldn’t breathe. Again my throat swelled. Only this time it wasn’t something trying to get out of me, but something trying to get back inside; and by the time anyone had attempted to stop it, it was too late. 
Darkness spread across my field of vision. In the back of my mind I heard laughter, then screams, then more laughter. And just like that, it was gone.
The moment passed and then another one came and went. My lungs were working again, breathing and releasing, but I couldn’t move. Not because I was being held down, but because my brain seemed unable to send the command through my nervous system. Is this what it feels like to be in shock? Maybe. I didn’t really have a frame of reference, which was weird considering all I had been through. But then, I was able to think so maybe it wasn’t shock in the medical sense. Maybe it was a kind of spiritual shock. 
“Amber?” Frank asked. 
I was watching his magick motes blink slowly out of existence, but I nodded when he spoke.
“Are you going to change?” Aaron asked.
I shook my head. The thing that had been hiding inside of me ever since the night of Aaron’s transformation had made itself known, had revealed its presence—its existence—and somehow that made it easier for me to deal with. More importantly, it made it easier for the wolf to be able to deal with. I had come close to ridding myself of it, but not close enough. As long as the thing was still in me, I knew it was only a matter of time before the stability I had worked so hard to achieve was destroyed.
 
***
It was Damien who spotted the lurker. First the sky darkened as clouds passed in front of the sun, and then the man showed up at the edge of his senses. The densely packed trees on that side of the graveyard kept the man well concealed, and no one else had noticed his presence because they were too busy tending to Amber. By the grace of the Goddess, Damien had noticed him; and he noticed the guy was wearing a hood, too.
His body tensed and he pretended to look the other way, though he kept the hooded man in his peripherals as well as he could. Jackal was the closest person to him, then Frank, then Aaron and Amber. Jackal would react loudly to whatever telepathic message Damien could send her, and Frank was too busy helping Amber deal with what she had just been through—what she had almost succeeded in expelling from her. 
If Damien raised the alarm, more hooded men might show. He had no way of knowing that as a fact, only a hunch, but he didn’t want to risk it. He would need to deal with the hooded man on his own. Quietly. Somehow. 
“That’s probably the smartest play,” said a woman’s voice. “Keeping them in the dark is smart.” 
Damien’s head arched left and there she was, standing next to him, watching the scene unfold before her as Amber recovered from her incident. Linezka. Here. In broad daylight. Linezka was so close her exotic scent seemed to have been able to wrap itself around him and weaken his defenses before she had even fired off a shot. She smelled like Natalie—like honey and cinnamon—but the smell wasn’t perfect. The honey jar was full of dead flies, and all the cinnamon in the world couldn’t make him want a spoonful. 
“Fr—” Damien was about to say, but Linezka cut him off. 
“Don’t bother,” she said, “They can’t hear you. I wanted to make sure we had our privacy.” 
“What do you want?” 
“I didn’t think she had it in her. Almost rid herself of it. Almost.” 
“What do you want!” Damien said. It was clear she was telling the truth. None of his friends flinched. In fact, they were all standing there, on the hill, looking at each other, but they weren’t… speaking. It was as if they had been stupefied in some way. Or maybe that’s just what Linezka wanted him to see. To believe. Maybe he had seen the hooded man because Linezka had wanted him to. Maybe the man wasn’t even there at all. 
She turned to her side, to face him, and smiled her full, red-lipped smile. He saw her pointed canines, then—sharp and deadly—and her black orbs for eyes. She had a kind of beauty to her monstrosity, Damien decided, but her hair didn’t move with the wind, as if the air itself refused to touch her, and that made his skin crawl.
“I came here to tell you that your time is up,” she said. “It’s time to decide.” 
“Decide what? I have no business with you.” 
“Damien, sweetheart, while I do enjoy a good game I must stress to you that time is of the essence. You don’t have a lot of it left, and neither do your friends. I made you an offer, you’ve had time to consider it, and now I want to hear your answer.” 
Damien said nothing. 
“Although,” she said, “It seems like you’ve been using your time in other ways, haven’t you?” She looked over at Jackal.
“That’s none of your business.” 
“Please, Damien, everything you do is my business. You’re the one who let me in, remember? Your anger, your hubris, I’m here because of you. Frank can throw up as many wards as he likes, but so long as you’re around, he and that little pet of his can’t keep me out.” 
She was right. It had been him. Ever since the night Amber attacked him, his feelings, his thoughts, they had all flipped on their heads. Like it or not, he truly had let her in, whether by conscious choice or subconscious. She only needed an inch and she proved it then. The only thing Damien wondered was whether she had heard the contents of his conversation with Frank back at the van. 
“You can’t bring Lily back,” he said, “If you can, prove it.” 
“Such a vulgar display of power is beneath me, Damien. You know that. You’re going to simply have to take me at my word.” 
“Difficult to take the word of a liar.” 
“From one liar to another, you can trust me to do exactly as I mean to.” 
“And what do you mean to do?” 
“Exactly what I say. You come with me now and deliver the demon you’ve been hiding, and I don’t hack your friends to pieces in this very graveyard.” 
“That’s a bullshit threat and you know it. If you had that kind of power you’d have used it by now.” 
She arched her head to the left and nodded into the distance. There, between the trees, Damien spotted movement. Shadows. People, three of them, and they were wearing hoods. To the right another four men waited, lurking not far from his position. Those men, added to the one he had seen a moment ago, who had now been joined by two others, made the odds shift dramatically to her favor.
How many men could Jackal take out? How many could Aaron? He had seen what these men could do. Some of them had a measure of her mysterious power, abilities far beyond the realm of normal humans. The outcome of a battle breaking out in the graveyard was uncertain, but it would be a bloody one; and Damien was already injured. 
“I’ll be nice,” she said, “I’ll give you another chance to accept my offer. Let me take you, now, and I won’t destroy your friends. I’ll even give you Lily back.” 
Damien looked toward Frank, Jackal, and the others. He saw them standing there, like statues, blinking but doing little of anything else. He didn’t want them to stay like that. He wanted whatever power it was she had over them to stop. Linezka wouldn’t be able to give him Lily, but if he could keep her from hurting his friends… 
“Fine,” he said, “Call off your dogs and I’ll go with you.” 
Linezka smiled again, once more exposing her vampire-like teeth, and approached. She wrapped her arms around his neck, kissed him delicately on the cheek, and said into his ear, “Thank you.”
“I’m not doing this for you,” he said.
“I know you aren’t. You’re doing it for her, and that’s noble. But you’re mine, now, sweet prince. And we’re going to have so much fun together.” 
Linezka’s lips searched for his, and Damien was powerless to stop her. She took his lower lip between her teeth and bit down hard enough to pierce the skin. As Damien’s blood trickled out in the space between their mouths, he felt his stomach churn and grow cold. Then they were gone.
Frank blinked, rubbed his eyes, and yawned. The others did the same, only he was the one to notice Damien had disappeared. A moment ago, he couldn’t remember when, he had sensed a vibration at the edge of his consciousness but had been unable to reach it. Now, with his mind clear of whatever momentary daze it had been in, he grabbed what was left of the vibration with his mind and read into it. It was a telepathic message from Damien.
He was gone, Linezka had come for him just as he had suspected she would, and the plan had been set in motion.
The end had begun.
 
***
 
When tiredness put all of its weight into my back, I didn’t question it. Today had been a truly long day, and I couldn’t wait for it to be over so that I could get into bed and sleep for the second night as a human being. The wolf within me was quiet; satisfied that it had identified the source of its fear and put a body to it. 
Aaron had explained the reason for my volatility as my wolf’s sensitivity to the demonic presence still hiding in my soul, and that made a lot of sense; especially now that I could almost feel the wolf lurking just beneath my consciousness. It was awake, aware, and ready to strike. 
I wasn’t out of the fire, though. That much was certain.
We had reached the van by the time I noticed we had fewer sets of footsteps with us than I had remembered. When I turned around and noticed Damien wasn’t among us, that stillness began to slowly filter out of me and dissipate into the air. A cold feeling gripped my throat, my gut, and my heart and refused to let go.
“Where’s Damien?” I asked.
Jackal was the first to turn around. She hurried back into the cemetery, checked left and right, sniffed the air, and called out. Damien didn’t reply. 
“I can’t smell him either,” Aaron said. “Jackal, see if you can find him.” 
She nodded, threw herself on all fours, shook her human skin off, and raced back into the cemetery as a slender black wolf. 
“He was with us,” I said, “Wasn’t he?” 
“I don’t know.”
My memory was fuzzy, probably from the tiredness, but I was sure he was with us. “Maybe he’s gone to the bathroom. Frank? Did he say anything to you?”
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Frank said, “We can wait in the van.” 
“No,” I said, “I want to find him.” 
“Jackal will get him. I don’t think she’ll have a problem with stepping into the men’s bathroom.” 
“Do cemeteries even have bathrooms?” Aaron asked.
“We’ll soon find out, won’t we?” 
I didn’t like this. Something in the air didn’t feel right. I knew Jackal would come up empty, only how I knew I couldn’t say. Intuition? Paranoia? It could have been either of those things warning me of what was about to happen, but whatever it was directed my attention toward Frank. He wasn’t his usual calm self. His eyes were elsewhere. And while Frank was a great liar, there was very little that escaped my notice these days—except, of course, for Damien’s sudden disappearance. But that fact didn’t help my already shot-to-shit nerves.
“Frank,” I said.
He gave me his eyes, and in them I saw… subterfuge. “Amber,” he said.
“Where is Damien?” 
Aaron crossed his arms and came up next to me. 
“We need to get into that van,” he said, “You need to trust me.” 
“If you know where Damien is you need to tell me.” 
“I can’t.” 
“Frank!” I said. I was on him, my hands on his shirt. 
He wriggled out of my hold and patted down his clothes. “Watch it, witch.” 
My heart was starting to race. “Frank, I need you to tell me, right now, where he is.” 
“What you need to do is trust me. Can you do that?” 
“No! I have a right to know where Damien is! He couldn’t have just vanished into thin air!” 
Frank’s silence said enough. 
“What did you do?” I asked, approaching again. This time I wasn’t rushing, though. “Frank… what did you do?” 
“He’s…” Frank started to say, “He’s… with her.” 
“With who?” 
“You know who.” 
I swallowed the anger, the rage, my throat working furiously to push it all down like a piston firing on all cylinders. “What. Did. You. Do!” I asked, putting emphasis into each word. 
“Nothing that I didn’t think we needed to do,” he said. “This wasn’t my idea, it was his.” 
“Whatever it was you both did, you need to undo it.”
“I can’t. It’s already done.” 
“I’m not stupid, Frank. You don’t do anything without having a backup plan, so what is it?” 
“I could tell you,” he said, “But that tells me you don’t trust me, and you need to trust me. You need to trust us.” 
“Trust you? Damien has gone to her, plucked right out from under us, and you’re telling me to trust you?” 
“Yeah, you know, like you’ve always done.” 
I lunged at him, swinging for his face with my right fist, but Aaron caught it before it could make contact with Frank. He hadn’t flinched, though. Not an ounce of fear showed on his face. “Get him back!” I said, screaming it aloud.
“You were gonna hit me,” he said.
“I would have if Aaron hadn’t stopped me.” 
Jackal returned, rushing out of the cemetery in her wolf form. She shook her head, but I already knew she wouldn’t find him. 
“I’m going to let you have that one,” Frank said, “But if you ever hurt me in any way, witch, you’ll regret it.” 
“Watch it,” Aaron said, “There’s no need for that here.” 
“Tell that to she-hulk.”
“I’m sick of you calling me that!” 
“If the shoe fits.” 
“Enough!” Aaron said. “Frank, if you know where Damien is, if you know what’s going on, you need to fill us in. We can’t have secrets. Secrets will destroy our group and then she wins.” 
“I know,” Frank said, taking a breath to calm himself. “And I’m sorry. But there’s more to this than just one secret.” 
“So, what happens now?” Aaron asked.
“Now we get in the van, we head back to Amber’s mom’s place, and we don’t talk about anything until I can get some wards up. I think Damien’s keeping her busy enough that she won’t be listening to us right now, but I don’t know how long that’ll last.”
“He really is with her,” I said.
Frank nodded. 
“And it was his idea?” I asked.
Again he nodded. “We don’t have a lot of time,” he said, “We have to go. Now.” 
What choice did I have? 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 22
 
 
“She’s stepping up her game,” Aaron said to Jackal, “Amber’s getting better and now this bitch is starting to make her moves.” 
“You must have known this day would come,” she said. 
“I did, just not… yet. The whole atmosphere has changed. Nature doesn’t like whatever this woman is, and whenever she acts it’s like the planet reacts.” 
“I can feel it too, never smelled anything like this before.” 
“It’s gonna get bad, Jackie. I’m telling you. This shit is going to spill over if we don’t beat it.” 
“I’m not the one you need to convince. It’s your old man you need to talk to.” 
“No,” Aaron said, “He made his choice. If he doesn’t want to get involved, then that’s on him.” 
“It isn’t, it’s on us. We know what the threat really is. He doesn’t. If you want to convince the old wolf to help, you have to give it to him straight. No beating around the bush.” 
“What does that mean?” 
“Tell him the truth, Aaron. Don’t make this about the pack, make it about family.”
“His pack is his family.” 
She fell silent for a moment and turned to look out of the kitchen window. The sky was greying again, and night was coming. “You’re the only person who calls me Jackie, you know that?” 
Aaron shook his head. “I didn’t.” 
“Not even your old man calls me Jackie. It’s like the name has been forgotten.” 
“I won’t forget it.” 
Jackal turned around to face him again and leaned up against the counter. Something about her smelled different, but he couldn’t figure out just what it was. It made sense that Damien entered his mind when he looked at her—he was on everyone’s mind—but… was it her smell that triggered this particular thought? 
“If you’re dead, there’ll be no one around to call me Jackie anymore,” she said. 
“That’s pretty fucking tragic,” Aaron said.
“So don’t get killed.” She fished her phone from her pocket and tossed it at Aaron. “Call him. Make it right. You know what you have to do.” 
Aaron stared at the phone in his hand. He knew, deep down, what his father wanted—what he had always wanted—but Aaron didn’t know if he was ready to give it to him. He didn’t know if he would ever be ready. There was Amber to think about, and Frank and Damien. Aaron had friends, a pack… a family. But if he didn’t give his father what he wanted, none of that mattered. 
He took a deep breath, ran his hand through his hair, and dialed Marcus’ number. 
After three rings, the phone picked up. “Jackal,” Marcus’ gruff old voice came through loud and clear, “Jesus Christ. What’s going on up there?” 
“Marcus,” Aaron said.
There was a pause. “Son… I wasn’t expecting to hear from you.” 
“Believe me, this wasn’t my idea.” 
“She put you up to it?” 
“Yeah.” 
“So?” 
Aaron’s eyes found Jackal. She nodded. Naturally, she could hear what was being said, even from way over there. 
“I need your help,” Aaron said.
“We’ve been through this, son—” 
“No. We haven’t. Not like this.” 
“I don’t know what you want me to say.” 
“I want you to tell me that you’ll round up the pack and ride up to meet me. If you leave now, you can make it by sun-up.” 
“And leave our place unprotected? That can’t happen and you know it, Aaron. You’re smarter than that.”
“Leave someone behind. I don’t care who. But the rest of you need to come up here tonight.” 
“Last I checked, I was Alpha of this pack. You don’t get to tell me or any of us what to do.” 
“Dad,” Aaron said, pulling the family card, “Do you really think the shit I’m dealing with isn’t going to spill into your turf?” 
“From all the way up in Northern CA? I doubt it.” 
“If we can’t stop what’s coming, nowhere in the world will be safe.” 
Another moment of silence passed. “I’ll take my chances.” 
Aaron’s breathing began to quicken. His heart started to race behind his chest, thump-thump-thump. Jackal sensed this and approached. A gentle placement of her hand on his shoulder helped calm his nerves, but then he got that scent again. Damien? He regarded her from above, but then he remembered who he was on the phone with.
“You’d rather let your son die than leave your territory,” Aaron said.
“I would rather have my son in my pack, to follow in his family’s footsteps, but he’s too fucking stubborn.” 
“Reminds me of someone,” Jackal said beneath her breath. 
Aaron pressed his lips together, swallowed, and said, “I’ll join.” 
“Join what?” 
“Your pack. I’ll join your pack.” 
“That’s all I wanted to hear.” 
“You’re an asshole, you know that?”
“Maybe you think that now, but once you’re running with us you’ll understand what a fool you’ve been to try and run from this for as long as you have.” 
“We’ll see about that.” 
Aaron hung up and put the phone on the table. Jackal squeezed his shoulder. “It’s okay,” she said, “This will work out.” 
Damien. There it was; hidden in her red hair like a secret. Aaron could smell him on her. He pulled her away and stared at her, wide-eyed. “You slept with Damien?” he asked.
She shrugged and smiled. “You mad, cousin?” 
“I guess I have no right to be.” 
“That’s correct. You don’t.” 
“But, I mean, why… why Damien?” 
“I don’t know. He’s kinda hot. Not you kinda hot, but you know… sexy in his own way. And he has that scar going for him, too.” 
Aaron smiled and Jackal returned it, but his smile soon faded when he realized the gravity of the choice he had just made. When this was over, he would have to join his father’s pack and move to Nevada. Dying on his knees at Linezka’s hands seemed like an easier thing to deal with than the conversation he would need to have with Amber.
And if his father didn’t hurry, he would get his wish.
 
***
 
“Are you sure you want to be a part of this?” I asked my mom.
She was upstairs when we arrived at her place and I didn’t feel it right to leave her in the dark about what we were about to discuss, so I went to go and get her. Damien being gone still weighed heavily on my chest, but Frank had reassured me that they had a plan. What plan could possibly involve Damien accepting a deal was entirely beyond me, but I had to trust that he wouldn’t do anything to hurt any of us.
“I am,” she said. “I may be of use.” 
I nodded and led her down the stairs where Aaron, Frank, and Jackal stood waiting. I could tell by the way he was standing that Frank didn’t approve of me involving my mother, but if he was going to be cryptic about secret plans he had made behind my back he would have to accept my mother’s presence. 
We crowded around the kitchen table, standing and sitting beneath the yellow light overhead, with the cuckoo clock again counting the seconds. 
“So?” I asked.
Frank’s eyebrow went up. “I guess I should spill it, then.” 
“Only if you’re sure she won’t be able to hear us,” Aaron said. He had his arms crossed and was standing by the door like a bouncer at a night club.
“She won’t,” Frank said, “Damien was her link to us. Now that he’s gone my magick will keep her out.” 
Her link. I nodded. “Alright. Tell us what you know.” 
“Shall I make us all tea?” My mom asked.
“Tea would be great,” Frank said. 
My mom walked awkwardly around Jackal and Frank, and proceeded to fill the kettle. 
Frank sat at the kitchen table, took a breath, and said, “Damien knew she would come for him.” 
“He knew?” I asked.
“She had been visiting him in his sleep, in dreams. For how long I don’t know. Maybe it had been weeks or maybe it started the day we arrived at the cabin. But she found a way in through his… his pain.” 
“Pain,” I echoed.
“Damien’s in pain, Amber. Emotional pain as well as physical. You haven’t seen it, but I’ve been with the guy this whole time. All that negativity must have allowed her a way to get to him, and through him she’s been able to spy on us. At least to some extent.” 
“Jesus,” Aaron said.
“It gets worse,” Frank said, “Earlier today, while we were waiting for you, she came to him in his dream. She offered him Lily, told him she could bring her back because she had—even if it was by proxy—been the one to kill her.” 
“That’s bullshit,” I said, “Not even Collette’s magick could bring someone back from the dead.” 
“We don’t know the true extent of this woman’s power,” Frank said. 
“But we know she’s a liar.” 
“We do. And Damien isn’t stupid. He doesn’t believe she can really do that.” 
“So why did he accept her deal?” Aaron asked. “I mean, he must have if he isn’t here.” 
“Damien knew she would come back to make her offer again. She needed him. He had something she wanted.” 
“What’s that?” I asked.
Frank arched his head over his shoulder, looked at my mom, and then looked back at me. “Damien’s got the demon locked away in some kind of internal prison. He didn’t tell me the specifics—said I wouldn’t like it. But wherever he’s kept it he’s been able to hide it from her.” 
Cups clinked as my mom struggled with her trembling hands to prepare multiple cups of tea. I went to stand and help her, but Jackal got to her before I did. She probably felt as out of place in this conversation as my mom.
“Damien would have agreed to give her the demon if she would spare us,” Aaron said. “That’s the only way it could have gone down.” 
“I think so,” Frank said. “I mean, we’re still intact aren’t we? And if she teleported him out of sight she must have been there in person to do it. Somehow we missed her.” 
“It must have been magick,” I said, “She must have put a spell on us.” 
“Maybe. But that doesn’t matter. The important thing is that Damien knew she would come and he wanted to let her take him… but not before I made sure I could track his location.” 
“You know where he is?” I asked, practically springing out of my seat. 
“I do,” Frank said, “To the inch.” 
“Seattle…” I said, trailing off. “It must be that place I saw when I stepped through the portal.” 
“The irony is that Damien’s a better diviner than I am. I can’t peer into his location and see through his eyes, so I don’t know what he’s doing right now.” 
“Then we have to go get him,” I said, “The witches I met in Berlin are still ready to help us? They can open a portal.”
“I told them you were incapacitated and to be ready for our call,” Frank said, “The time difference is a little awkward, but they’re on standby.” 
It made sense Frank had been in touch with them. We had been able to talk about everything that happened in Berlin in the time between Collette’s death and my incarceration. Maybe my giving him their contact information so that he could make contact with them in the event of my absence was fate preparing us for what was to come. 
“So let’s do it!” 
“Amber,” Aaron said, “This is dangerous. We may know where Damien is but we don’t know anything about the place he’s in. We’d be going in blind. We need to be clever about this.” 
“Aaron’s right,” Jackal said. She went around the table and placed a cup of tea on it for every one of us. “Never fight an enemy on their home turf, that’s just asking for it.” 
“So, what?” I asked, “We do nothing?” 
“We need to prepare ourselves,” Frank said, “Set up magick defenses, ready ourselves for a trap, and expect the worst.” 
“I’ll go first,” Aaron said.
“Aaron, no!” I said, “You aren’t a witch. If she has magick wards like the ones Frank set up for me, they’ll rip you apart the moment you set foot out of that portal.” 
“So protect me, then,” he said, “If anyone’s going to be taking the first beating in this, it’s going to be me.” 
“Ahem,” Jackal said.
“I mean it,” Aaron said, “This is purely about size. If they protect me, I should be able to take whatever comes.”
“You don’t know the extent of her power, Aaron,” I said. 
“Damien is my friend too,” Aaron said, “My pack. I’ll take the hit for him.” 
I smiled at him then, but the smile wasn’t one of gratitude. It was one of pride. Hearing him speak like that about a man I was once intimate with, a man I now also considered a friend, always made me feel good. It reminded me how Aaron wasn’t a jealous person in his heart. It told me he trusted me; Damien too.
“I’ll call the witches,” Frank said, whipping his phone out of his pocket. 
There was a flash of light, a grumble of thunder, and then each and every one of the lights in the house exploded in a shower of sparks and shards of glass. My hands went up and I ducked low to avoid the sparks and the glass. Aaron yelled for everyone to get down, a scream fell out of my mom’s throat like a reflex, and when it was done all that was left was the sound of distant, rolling thunder and the harsh breaths of five people.
“What the hell was that?” Jackal said.
“Sounded like a damned lightning bolt hit the house,” Frank said.
“I should check the fuses,” my mom said.
“No,” I said, “It wasn’t that…” 
Aaron found my eyes and I could see, reflected in him, my own worry. This hadn’t been a random act of God. We both knew it, sensed it, felt it in our hearts. It was like we were in sync. “We have to get out of here,” Aaron said.
“Out? And go where?” my mom asked.
“Anywhere,” I said, standing. And when I looked at my mom, who was still standing by the kitchen window, I saw something which turned my insides to ice. Ice so cold it burned and stuck to the soft tissue around it. Aaron saw me backing up, face stricken with terror, and caught me as I tripped over the chair I had been sitting on. 
“Are you okay?” he asked.
I pointed. Frank was already looking out the window, his hands balling into fists. “We have company,” he said. 
 
***
 
“You said they would be safe!” Damien said. 
“I lied,” Linezka said, “Sorry, sweetheart.”
Damien struggled but the leather restraints tying his arms and legs to a stone wall were too strong for him to break free from, and his magick was useless in here. 
Linezka approached and unsheathed a blade from her belt. It was a short, sharp, and wavy thing—a kris inscribed with runes he couldn’t decipher—the kind of blade a single kiss from wouldn’t hurt, but would easily kill a man. She licked the sharp side of the blade and split her tongue in half. Blood trickled down her lower lip, her chin, and onto her black robe. She then sliced Damien’s shirt open, exposing his wounded chest, and licked the longest, deepest gash, smearing her blood all over his skin. 
His head whipped back. A hot moan escaped his mouth as a kind of supernatural pain overwhelmed his senses to the point that it crossed the line into pleasure. Damien’s knees gave way and he felt himself drop, but the restraints held him up.
“Where is it?” Linezka asked. Her chin and neck were red with blood. 
“You lied to me.” 
“Get over it. Tell me what I want to know and I’ll make sure you’re compensated.” 
Damien looked up at her, into her black eyes, and said “You’ll have to do better than that if you want to get anything out of me.” 
“I think I can do better than that,” she said, “And when I’m done, I’ll have that old demon you’re hiding and the Red Witch.”
Linezka grinned, and while she hadn’t touched him, another dose of pleasure came in tall, frothing waves Damien couldn’t steer his ship away from. Something was happening to him. To his chest. He could feel it. Damien would have to lean into the storm and bear the brunt of it or be drowned by it, but whatever Linezka had done to him was already in motion and he was powerless to stop it. 
At least she hadn’t noticed he was carrying Frank’s pentacle pendant around his neck.
 
***
 
I rushed to the front door of the house and made sure it was shut. Aaron came up behind me with Jackal, my mom, and Frank in tow. 
“How many of them did you see?” I asked.
“Six,” Frank said, “Maybe seven.” 
“Jesus,” Aaron said.
“Jesus what?” Jackal asked, “Who’s out there?” 
I peered out into the yard from behind the curtain. The sky had completely darkened now, thunder was still rolling, and the occasional bolt of lightning would snap down and light the horizon in shades of blue and purple. All I had seen the last time I looked were shapes—hooded shapes—standing in the field, but I didn’t need to see more than that to know who they were, who had sent them, and what they wanted. Only now there was nothing out there but the impression of sycamores against the night.
My eyes immediately went to my mom. “We have to get you to safety,” I said, “Those men out there; they’re her lapdogs. We’ve run into them before.” 
“Oh my God,” said my mom. “We need to get to the van and get away.” 
“And go where?” Jackal asked. “They’ll follow us. We have to draw a line right here.” 
“If we stay, we’re dead,” Frank said, “We don’t know what those men are capable of. We didn’t even know they were coming.” 
“The last time I encountered them was in Berlin, with Collette,” I said. “They’re strong, fast, and quiet.” 
“They can’t get inside without my wards having something to say about it,” Frank said, “Maybe we’ll be safe in here.” 
“And maybe we won’t,” Aaron said, “If we stay, they’ll find a way in. If we run, they’ll catch us. Whatever Damien thought he was going to achieve, he didn’t. Our priority should be on making sure she doesn’t get to us like she got to him.” 
“Aaron, what are you saying?” I asked.
He looked at me, then at Jackal. “I’m saying the last time I came across these pricks I was able to rip them to shreds on my own. Now there are three of us.” 
“Hold up,” Frank said, “You’re not suggesting Amber fight these guys, do you?” 
“Do you have a better idea?” 
“Werewolves or not, there are three of you and God only knows how many more of them! Let’s not forget Amber’s mom over here who—” Frank paused. “Where’d she go?” 
“Mom?” I said. My heart leapt into my throat and started to pound. The beast wanted out, to rip my skin off and leap into the fray—not to kill for the sake of killing, but to kill for the sake of protecting its own. 
I broke away from the main group and headed into the kitchen. There, at the back door, I saw a shape—a man wearing a hood. Before my hands could fly up and draw the magick out of my soul he had ripped the door clean off the wall, but then a gun went off and the hooded man flew away from the door as if he had been yanked from behind by a series of ropes.
When I lowered my hands I saw my mom standing at the handle-end of a bolt-action rifle with a smoking muzzle. 
“Mom?” I asked.
“You didn’t think I’d given up all my old habits, did you?” she asked.
Aaron, Frank, and Jackal entered the kitchen and saw this too. 
“Holy shit,” Jackal said, “Your mom is bad-fucking-ass!”
“Amber, you need to decide,” Aaron said. “Do you think you’re ready to fight?”
“I… I don’t know…” I said. 
“If you tell us to run, we’ll cover you and run.” 
 Running seemed like the safe thing to do, at least it did on the surface. If we could make it to the van, we could outrun the hooded men and live to fight another day. But that was just it. We would have to fight another day. Why not let today be that day? 
“No,” I said. “I’m done running. We’re all done running.” 
Aaron nodded. 
“Frank,” I said, “Cover my mom with magick. Protect yourselves. And if anything happens to us, you get the hell out of here.” 
Aaron tossed Frank the keys and he caught them. My heart was already thundering by the time I reached the open back-door. Lightning illuminated the sky and sent streaking arcs of white racing into the night. The body my mom had dropped wasn’t by the door. It had gone. But in that instant of light I saw, standing in the field like something out of the Children of the Corn, still silhouettes. 
I stepped out of the protected area and walked until the house was far behind me. Aaron and Jackal were both by my side, their breaths hot and heavy and their fingers twitching with anticipation. One of the hooded men moved, and then another, and then they were all in motion. They were slow walking at first, but it didn’t take long for them to start running, and soon they were all sprinting toward us. 
I threw my hands into the sky and said, “Hail unto thee, Guardian of the Watchtower of the South.” Thunder roared and lightning ripped the sky into pieces, strobing and flashing in response to my Power. Vibrations filled me, moved me, and in the instant before the storm I felt a kind of peace settle over me. I had once been told a single witch couldn’t channel the power of the South. 
But I wasn’t just a witch anymore; I was the Red Witch.
Lightning leapt from the clouds and struck the ground before us, setting the earth ablaze. The hooded men screeched and retreated from it. One of them wasn’t fast enough and when the fire touched him he burst into flames and ran shrieking into the field. The others, enraged, hissed from behind their hoods and leapt above the flames to engage us.
Jackal was the first to change shape. Her small human frame gave way to a tall, muscular—yet still lithe and slender—beast of razor claws and deadly teeth. The tips of her black fur glowed orange against the fire and she howled into the night. When one of the hooded men came for her with a knife, she spun out of the weapon’s path, tripped her assailant up with a foot sweep, and kicked him into the flames. Three hooded men converged on her while two others charged Aaron and me, but there were more of them. In the field. Behind the flames. Waiting.
I channeled my Power into my hands, reached for the knives the two men were holding, and yanked them out of their hands. Aaron, then—in a split second—transformed and launched himself at the unarmed hooded men. One of them tried to escape, but Aaron grabbed him by the leg and slammed him chest first into the ground with a loud crack. The other jumped on Aaron’s back and took a bite out of his hide. Aaron roared, grabbed him with a clawed hand, and swung him around. 
Out, I heard the beast say, I can do this better than you. 
And for the first time since my first change, I submitted willingly to the beast. It came fast, sprinting to take control of my body, only this time it hadn’t pushed me into a dark place out of which I couldn’t see. I was a passenger now, completely aware of my new body and able to influence my actions in a way I hadn’t been able to do until now. 
The beast wanted to attack the hooded man Aaron was dealing with, but I knew Jackal needed more help so I ran—on all fours—and grabbed one of the three men around Jackal with my mouth. My powerful jaws clamped down hard on skin and bone, crushing everything unfortunate enough to be beneath them. The man wailed and screamed and I tossed him aside like a rag doll, but I saw more of them coming from the other side of the flames.
Them, said the beast, and I leapt through the flames to greet them, snapping at one of them with my teeth and raking another one across the face with my claws. I was wild, primal, and exultant in the thrill of battle. Of the kill. There were screams falling around me, howls, growls, and now gunshots. The hooded men had come for us, but we were pushing them back because they hadn’t expected this. Hadn’t expected us to fight. 
The knife sliced across the skin of my forearm, and it was as if the blade had been glowing hot. I shrieked as teeth jarring pain raced throughout my body, then I wrenched away from the knife and stared at my arm, watching smoke rise from the split skin and hearing it sizzle like steak on a hot plate. I sniffed the wound and immediately recoiled as a metallic scent of death upset my nostrils.
The hooded man that had just attacked me approached and I swiped at the air in front of him to keep him at bay, but he ducked and wove and kept coming. In his hand was the instrument he had used to deliver the pain, and I noticed it was gleaming against the glow of the fire and wet with blood; my blood. 
Silver, I thought, and then I howled. 
More hooded men began to spill out of the field, each carrying a blade similar to the one that had just been used to cut me. I retreated to where Jackal was and together we ripped into the last of the attackers around her. And it was the last of her attackers because the bulk of the incoming force had focused on the largest of the three werewolves—Aaron. 
We rushed to his side, tearing and biting and ripping. Blades came at me and I ducked and dodged, and some of them cut me, but more of them were cutting Aaron. His howls were loud, pained, and distressed. My heart was hammering, my vision receding, and whatever control I had over my body was slipping. 
I howled a warning howl into the night. Aaron looked up at me and then hunkered down into a ball. Jackal did the same. And with what little control I had left I summoned my Power from deep inside and let it burst out of me like an exploding star. The flames engulfed me, my fur, my soul, but they weren’t the crude flames the wolf had summoned at the cabin; these flames were silver, bright, and so cold they burned. 
Moon Fire.
As the light of my flames touched the hooded men, their pale, exposed flesh began to burn and peel off in disgusting ways. A chorus of hisses erupted around me and the attackers retreated, scattering away from Aaron and Jackal like rats. Burning embers of silver flame fell from the sky all around and landed in the dirt only to burn out on their own, but before that time came the hooded men would be long gone. 
The wolf ceded control of my body and I fell onto my knees in my human flesh. I crawled, scrambling toward Aaron whose body was now also changing shape, shrinking, but he wasn’t moving. I could smell the blood and burned flesh on him as I approached, could hear the ugly hissing sound his singed skin made, and my heart sank. His back, arms, and chest were covered in slashes and open wounds. Some were bleeding, others weren’t. But each looked like they were blindingly painful. 
Aaron’s hands were balled into fists and he was gritting his teeth to stop himself from groaning. I grabbed his hand as tears flooded my eyes, called to him, but he made no response. A heart-beat later I felt the strength leave his fingers, and Aaron stopped moving entirely. 
“Aaron!” I said, tapping his face, but he was unresponsive. “Aaron!”
The evening wind picked up the sound of my scream and carried it out into the darkest corners of the night.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 23
 
 
We were under attack. Between the three of us, we were able to drag Aaron back into the house and put the wards back into place, drawing a barrier between us and the hooded men. We had thought we’d scared them away out in the field, but the hooded men came again. I could see them and hear them, harrying the house like predators looking for a weak spot to tear into. 
They wanted us to hear them. Wanted us to know they were out there, waiting and searching for a way in. If we hadn’t been so concerned with the wounds covering Aaron’s shoulders, arms, and back their psychological warfare may have worked on us, but Aaron was more important. Healing him was more important. 
Without him our plan wouldn’t work.
“They seem to be quiet for now,” my mom said. She was taking turns walking the perimeter of the house, peering out of every window to keep track of their movements. “But I don’t like that any better than when they were walking around on the porch.” 
“Scare tactics,” Frank said, “They’re out there, I know they are; probably trying to lull us into a false sense of security.” 
“It’s working,” Jackal said. 
“Concentrate,” I said, “I can’t use magick on these wounds. Damien may have had a chance at figuring these wounds out but they’re just… they’re so severe.” 
“Silver does that to us.” 
Aaron was on his front on one of the sofas with his shirt ripped off his back. It looked like he had been lashed twenty times, only the lashes were white hot and left scorch marks in his skin as well as deep cuts. This was destruction unlike anything I had ever seen on a body before, human or not. I didn’t think I could take it much longer.
“Is there anything we can do?” I asked.
“Just gotta keep him comfortable. His regeneration won’t fix the silver. The next couple of hours are critical.” 
“And we’re fresh out of medical supplies,” Frank said. We had used the med kit my mom had to clean all of Aaron’s wounds. None of us were doctors, though, or even partially trained in first aid. “He needs a hospital.”
“And we need to stay put,” Jackal said. “Those wards are keeping the hooded freaks out. If we leave, we’re toast.” 
I ran my fingers through Aaron’s hair but they came back bloody. Tears threatened to fall out of my eyes but I bit my lip and held them back. I wouldn’t cry. Not now. He was alive, and that was something at least. It meant there was hope. Aaron was a fighter. How much of a fighter, though, I didn’t know.
“What are we gonna do?” I asked, standing.
“That’s your call,” Frank said. 
“Mine? Why mine?”
“Because you’re the Red Witch. You’re the only one with the power to get us out of here and to a hospital in one piece.” 
“That’s not fair.” 
“Life’s not fair, witch. If we stay we risk losing Aaron; if we go we risk our own lives.” 
“And no matter what, the longer we take the longer Damien remains in her grasp,” I said. Damien. I wondered what was happening to him, what she was doing to him. Dammit. “What do you think, Jackal? Can we take the ones that are left?” 
She headed toward the window and peered from behind the curtain. “I’m counting three of them in the field, but there are probably more and now we know they’re packing silver. Our odds aren’t great, but if you can cause a big enough distraction I can get Aaron into the van in… twenty seconds.”
“That’s a lot of seconds,” Frank said. “If they come at you with silver, Amber…” 
“What’s the alternative?” I asked.
Frank thought, nodded to himself, and sighed. “We wait it out.” 
“We what?” Jackal asked.
“We stay put,” Frank said, “Wait for the sun to come up.” 
“I’ve seen these guys out in the day before, Frank,” I said, “I don’t think that’ll help.” 
“You saw hooded men in the sun. These guys have her mark on them and they ran when your light touched them. We’ll be safe when the sun is out. I know we will.” 
“I don’t know if Aaron has that long,” I said, “Not without treatment.” 
“That’s why it’s your call,” Frank said.
“Amber,” my mom put her hand on my shoulder and rubbed it. “I can try and use some holistic medicine on him. I know I can’t mimic the results of a doctor in an ER, but it may be enough to help him start regenerating. The worst of his wounds need to heal so that his body can do what it naturally does.” 
My eyes fell upon Aaron’s lifeless, mangled body and my heart broke. The one thing I knew about Linezka was that she hadn’t killed Damien yet. If she had wanted him dead, she would have killed him at the graveyard. Though without him here, she wouldn't have a way to get to us anymore. She would need to wait for us to come out of hiding in order to attack. 
I wanted Aaron to be in fighting shape if we were going to come out of hiding, so I nodded. “Do what you can,” I said, “We’ll wait it out.” 
“If he dies,” Jackal said, “It’s on you.” 
I nodded again. “I know,” I said, kneeling next to Aaron, “But I’m betting on him.” 
“I’ll get towels,” she said. 
“I’ll go with you,” my mom said, and they headed upstairs.
“For what it’s worth,” Frank said, “I think you’ve made the right call. We’re safe in here as long as the wards hold.” 
“I know,” I said, reaching for his bony hand. I squeezed it. “I trust you.”
“I haven’t given you a reason not to trust me yet, have I?” 
“You’ve done some shifty things in the past, but on the whole…” 
“Good enough.” 
I let go of his hand and sat on the floor next to the sofa and sighed. The room fell silent. Making the choice to stay wreaked havoc on my anxieties, I immediately began questioning whether I should have chosen to leave. We still technically could. But then I realized that no matter what we decided to do, leave or stay, Damien wasn’t getting out of wherever he was anytime soon. Even if we wanted to open a portal and go charging into the breach, the uncertainty of Aaron’s condition would’ve made it difficult for us to concentrate on the mission. 
I’m sorry, Damien, I thought.
I didn’t notice myself starting to fall asleep until I was on the edge and slowly slipping over. When I jerked upright and rubbed my eyes, startled and confused, it was my mom who laid her hands on my shoulders and hushed me to calmness again. I leaned into her, wrapped my arms around her shoulders, and let sleep take me. The smell of incense and herbs was strong in the air, a scent so powerful it had driven away even the awful aroma of burnt flesh and hair. 
I dreamed, then; dreamed of lilies. 
 
***
 
Damien didn’t know where he was. Not exactly. He remembered the agony of Linezka’s touch and figured he must have passed out from the intensity of the experience at some point. Now he was here… wherever here was. Alone, in the dark, and unable to free himself without the use of magick. Magick he was mostly cut off from. 
The pain on his chest was a dull throb, now. He was shirtless, but the room he was in was dark as pitch and he couldn’t see the state of his skin. Had it healed or gotten worse? There was no way of knowing what condition he was in, where he was, or what she had in store for him. The only certainty was this: wherever it was they were keeping him, he needed to get out. Now. 
Damien struggled with the restraints and heard clinking chains. His arms were stretched and cuffed at the wrists by heavy shackles, as were his ankles. He had never physically been into the cellar where Amber had been kept, but he knew she had been kept in manacles too; Amber… 
He closed his eyes, let his breathing be his sole focus, and willed for the power to come through him, but nothing happened. It was like every time he tried to call his magick a kind of pressure pushed against his chest. This, thanks to the wound already present, caused immense pain and forced Damien to stop. His breathing turned ragged and quick as he fought through the lingering pain until it subsided. He’d need a new plan, but first— 
A sound broke his thought off like a brittle twig. Damien’s eyes went up and he spied a glowing orb of light getting stronger with each passing second. The room was starting to illuminate, though he didn’t know how. There were no light-fixtures, no wires that he could see, and no electrics at all in fact. But there was brightness now where there had been none before, and his surroundings were starting to take definition. 
It was a stone room, small, barely more than a few feet across. A door on one side, stone walls on the other three, each scribbled on from top to bottom in Latin. He couldn’t get a bead on what the majority of the words were, but the words caused him pain when he looked at them; a sharp, needle-like throb in his right temple. He suspected they were magical wards designed to incapacitate a witch and separate her from her power, but the magick was dark and hurtful, blasphemous; the difference between binding someone with smooth cuffs and spiked manacles. 
When the light was bright enough, the door at the front of the room opened. An exotic, familiar scent came rushing in. Honey and cinnamon. He closed his eyes and let the smell envelop him, and when he opened them again she was there. Linezka. Her black eyes burrowed a hole into his soul, her full red lips parted slightly, and her fangs were visible even in the dim light. What is she? Is she a vampire? 

“Good sleep?” she asked.
“Perfect,” Damien said.
“I’m glad the accommodations have been to your liking. Don’t forget to rate us on your way out.”
“On my way out? I thought I was never getting out.” 
“Oh, sweetie,” she said, approaching. Linezka laid a delicate, cool hand on his chest, on the wound, and her touch didn’t hurt him as much as it had earlier. “That’s up to you.” 
“If I give you the demon.” 
“That’s all I want from you.” 
“Bullshit.” 
“You’re right. There is more I want, but I doubt you’d give it to me willingly, so I’ll settle for the demon. Then maybe after…” she said, trailing off with a suggestive smile.
“You’re wasting your time.” 
Linezka smiled a soft smile. Her fingers traced the lines of his wound. He could see the wound now, only it was barely a wound at all. The scarring was gone, the swelling had lessened, and the skin looked like new save for a few long lines of scabbed tissue. This was magick. Her magick. He knew it. She could take it away without uttering a word, but it was comforting to be able to look at his chest and see it whole again.
“You like it?” she asked, following her fingers with soft kisses. “I’m not much of a healer, but I think it’s some of my finest work.” 
“It’s an illusion,” he said.

“It’s very much real,” she said, “Just like what I’m about to show you.” 
Linezka clicked her fingers and, from beyond the door, someone shuffled around a corner and into view. For a moment Damien didn’t know who it was. The dimness and the pain were clouding his senses. All of them. But then he remembered the image he had seen in his dream of a person he had grown up with; that girl with the tattoos and the pointed chin, with the long hair and the smile. Only she wasn’t smiling now; she was all too thin and wearing rags. Looked like she had been stuck in… in a dungeon… but—Goddess—it was Lily.
Lily. 
He blinked, eyes wide, and breathed through his nose to keep his mouth from opening. Linezka waved her hand and drew Lily to her side. She brushed Lily’s hair out of her face with her fingers, circled around Lily’s back, and stood behind her, presenting her like a proud pageant-mom would present her five year old.
“Li…” Damien struggled to say, “Lily… is…” 
Lily nodded, but she wouldn’t look Damien in the eyes as if doing so would hurt her.
“It can’t… it can’t be you,” he said, “You’re—you’re dead.” 
“Damien, please don’t insult my power. This is very much your sister.” 
“But—how?” 
“There’s no need for explanations now,” Linezka said. She nudged Lily. “Go on, go to him.” 
Lily looked at Linezka, then back at Damien, and then she ran to him. His heart leapt into his throat when she threw her arms around him and hugged him. He couldn’t hug her back, but he wanted to. In that instant he didn’t care whether she was real or not, whether she was an illusion, a mirage, or some other messed up creation Linezka had cooked up with her foul magick. She looked, sounded, and smelled like Lily, and that was all that mattered. 
“Damien,” she said into his hair, “I’m so glad it’s you. I’ve missed you so much!” 
He didn’t know what to say, what to do, or where to look. Linezka was standing there, watching with her hands clasped by her belly. The door behind her—the door to freedom—was ajar, but he wouldn’t be able to get out of his chains quickly enough to get past her. Not even if he summoned the power that was already inside of him. He didn’t think so, at least, and he didn’t want to play that ace just yet. 
“Lily,” he said, “Is… is that you?” 
“It’s me, Damien, I swear it’s me,” she said, cupping his face. “I’m going to get you out of here, okay? I’m going—”
Linezka flicked her wrist and it was as if an invisible rope attached to Lily’s neck had tensed and pulled her away from him. Lily choked and stretched her hands toward Damien as her body flew back a few paces. 
“You’re hurting her!” Damien said, more out of instinct than anything else.
“That’s quite enough,” Linezka said. “You know my terms. Are you ready to give me what I want?”
Damien looked at Lily, then back at Linezka. His heart was pounding in his chest, his neck, his temples, drowning out all rational thought. It’s Lily, isn’t it? If it was, and he agreed to Linezka’s terms, she would give Lily to him. If he didn’t… would she kill her again? Would she kill him? She would, and she’d make him watch, too. But if it wasn’t Lily at all, and instead some unknowable thing meant to distract him, he would be walking into a trap.
Damien said nothing.
“When you’re ready to talk, we’ll talk,” Linezka said, “Until then, it’s back to the darkness with you, sweet prince.” 
She left with Lily in tow, and the door slammed shut behind her with a heavy thud. The ambient glow dimmed until Damien was returned to the dark, just as she had promised. His head fell and Damien exhaled. Tears fell from his eyes and into oblivion. But the question remained heavy in his thoughts and on his heart. 
Was that really Lily?

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 24
 
 
My mom shook me gently awake and when I opened my eyes I saw; dawn had broken. Dust motes floated inside shafts of beautiful gold light, giving them the impression of fireflies. Swallows sung nearby, and a gentle breeze had filled the house. I blinked the sleep out of my eyes and sat up straight, then I remembered. 
Aaron.
“Oh my God, is he okay?” I asked.
“He’s fine,” my mom said. 
“Good,” I said, “And… where is everyone?” 
“Frank and Jackal are outside checking things out.” 
I looked to Aaron, who was still lying on the couch opposite where I was sat. Someone had moved me from the floor to an armchair and covered me. Frank, most likely. Aaron was on his front, as he had been the night before, but his back was glistening and covered in herbs and poultices I couldn’t identify. 
“What did you do?” I asked.
My mom glanced over at Aaron. “His body needed to start regenerating but it had gone into some kind of shock. I dealt with the fever first, then covered the wounds to stop infection, and I just checked… he’s healing.” 
I sank into the armchair again and exhaled a breath of relief. “Okay,” I said, “That’s good news.” 
“We aren’t out of the fire yet. He hasn’t woken up and I’m worried the fever will come back, but now that his regeneration has kicked in there’s no way we can take him to the hospital. Whether he lives or dies is up to him.” 
I nodded. “Aaron will make it. He’s a fighter.”
“That he is. I can see why you like him, even if he isn’t your type.” 
A smile swept across my face. A genuine one. “I don’t just like him, mom… I’m gonna marry him.”
“Oh, Amber…” she said, a smile manifesting on her face from the news. “I’m so happy for you, baby.” She pulled me into a hug and I returned it warmly. 
“I wanted to tell you,” I said, “But everything happened so fast… I haven’t even had a chance to enjoy the fact that I’m engaged yet.” 
“You will,” she said, caressing my cheek. “We’ll get through this.” 
I nodded. 
The front door opened and Jackal and Frank came in side by side. Jackal slipped her phone into her pocket. She didn’t look happy. Frank slipped his ashtray box back into his bag and closed the door behind them. 
“Everything okay?” I asked, standing.
“I can’t get a hold of Marcus,” Jackal said.
“Marcus? As in, Aaron’s dad?” 
“Yeah. He must be on the way here.” 
“Wait, hold up. Marcus is coming here?” 
“Shit,” Jackal said, “He never told you.” 
“Maybe we should wait until Aaron wakes up,” Frank said.
“Wait for what?” I asked.
Jackal approached, her lips pressed into a line. “Marcus and the wolves… they’re coming here. Aaron called in the cavalry last night before everything happened.” 
“Marcus agreed to come,” I said, taken aback by disbelief. Aaron had told me the story of how his father had refused to help. Jackal had come of her own volition, but his father had remained staunch and resolute in his devotion to his pack’s territory. “I guess that’s a good thing, right? We can use all the help we can get.” 
“Yeah,” Jackal said, “But we have no way of knowing when they’ll be here. Could be an hour, could be six.” 
“How long have I been asleep?” 
“About four hours,” Frank said.
I did the math. “Damien’s been alone with her for far too long already,” I said, “I don’t know if we can wait six hours.” 
“Unless you plan on storming the castle without our muscle, we’re going to have to.” 
“Look, I can’t explain it, but I have a feeling like some kind of timer has started. If Damien doesn’t give her what she wants, she’s going to end up killing him. She hasn’t tried to get into my, or anyone else’s, head yet which means she’s still working on him, but how long does Damien have?” 
“We can’t just go running into her sanctum like this,” Frank said, “Remember that whole thing about the wards? That hasn’t changed just because Aaron is down for the count. There’s still a very real danger that if we open a portal into that place and step through it, we’re gonna come out the other side looking like minced meat. Waiting for the werewolves is the smart play.”
“Just because it’s smart doesn’t make it right,” I said. “What if we’re too late? I won’t allow it.” 
“Aaron spoke to Marcus last night,” Jackal said, “Assuming they left when he called they should be here soon. But there are protocols to be followed and decisions to be made on who stays behind to protect our turf. They probably didn’t leave right away.” 
“We can’t just sit here and wait,” I said, “I’ll go fucking crazy.” 
“We also can’t rush into this woman’s turf and fight her without any backup. Rule number one of a turf war is never fight the enemy on their home ground.” 
“I don’t see a choice here,” I said, “We don’t have enough time to wait for Aaron to heal and we don’t have enough time to wait for the werewolves to arrive. I need that portal opened, and I need us to get Damien out.” 
“I hate you right now,” Frank said, “But you’re right.” 
“God-dammit,” Jackal said, throwing her hands up and walking away. 
We watched Jackal disappear into the kitchen. My mom went after her to try and talk to her, for all the good that would do, leaving me and Frank alone in the room with Aaron unconscious on the couch. 
“You really think this is a good idea?” I asked.
“I didn’t say it was a good idea, but I think it’s the only thing we can do. I know where Damien is because I’m tracking the thing inside my pendant, but I have no way of knowing if he’s alive or not. Her wards are strong.” 
“So he could already be dead…” I said, trailing off. 
Frank placed his hands on my shoulders and stared into me, eyebrows up. “Don’t think like that,” he said, “Damien’s gonna be okay. We all are.” 
I nodded. “Okay. So, let’s do this. My mom can stay with Aaron and the three of us can go and get Damien out.” 
“I can get us to within a few feet from him. You need to call the others and get them ready; we’ll need their power too. Yours and mine combined aren’t enough for this kind of spell.” 
Frank didn’t know it, but what he had just said in such a casual way made my gut turn to ice. I had to swallow and breathe in order to continue functioning. Good thing he was on the phone making a long-distance call. It took a comparison like the one Frank had just made for me to realize the scope of Linezka’s vast power. 
If Frank and I together couldn’t open a portal big enough for the three of us to come through, and Linezka seemingly was able to move around the globe with her cultists at will, then we were terribly outmatched. 
 
***
 
“The witches are ready for us,” Frank said. 
I stood and left Aaron’s side, nodding and heading into the kitchen to get my mom. She was waiting with Jackal, just sitting in silence at the table. They perked up when I entered the room. 
“Everything’s ready,” I said. 
Jackal stood, straightened herself out, and put on her aviators. My mom also stood, but she walked up to me and hugged me. I hugged her back and, for a moment, felt like weeping. Like this was goodbye. Forever. But I pushed the thought out of my mind, out of my heart, and allowed myself to enjoy the hug.
“I need you to look after him,” I said, “Make sure he gets better.” 
She nodded, wiped the bottom of her eyes, and smiled. “I will,” she said, “He’ll be up soon. I can tell he’s healing faster now.” 
“Silver’s gonna be a bitch to leave his system, though. Don’t be surprised if he sleeps for two more days after the beating he took.” 
My mom nodded. 
“Alright,” I said, “Time to go.” 
“This is the point where we lock and load,” Frank said to my mom, “You wouldn’t happen to be sitting on any automatic rifles, would you?” 
She shook her head. “Sorry, only this one.” 
“I guess you’ll need it here too. Never mind. If I see a hooded man I’ll challenge him to fisticuffs.” 
I headed to where Aaron was, ran my fingers through the dry parts of his hair, and kissed him on the cheek. He was warm, but that was normal. Good, in fact. It meant he was getting better. 
“I’ll be back soon,” I said into his ear, “You have to wake up though, okay? And when you do, you have to promise not to come after me.” I kissed him again and said “I love you.”
Then I stood, marched toward the front door, and headed out into the field. The witches would be able to hone in on our power now since they were looking for us. Assuming Linezka was busy, she wouldn’t even notice we had left our protected area until we were already close enough to touch her. At least, that was the hope.
“Now we wait,” Frank said. 
I took my phone out of my pocket and sent a text message to Luther, the British Necromancer I had met with in Berlin. Angling my body away from Frank and Jackal, the text warned Luther to send enough power for only one person to travel through their portal. When I was done, I shut my phone off and stuffed it back into my pocket. We waited for what seemed like half an hour, but then my skin started to react to a change in the atmosphere—and it wasn’t the steady, cold breeze in the air. 
“This is it,” Frank said, “You two need to take my hands.”
My heart started to pound. I took Frank’s hand as he asked and closed my eyes, stretching out my invisible senses to get ahead of the spell, ahead of the power, so that I could see it coming before it arrived. It was like trying to beat light at a footrace, but I saw it. In my mind it was like a beam of invisible purple light racing across the world—across time and space—to get to where we were. Just as the magick blast came to encapsulate us and whisk us off into Linezka’s lair, I pushed a trickle of telekinetic power in Frank’s direction and shoved him and Jackal, sending them to the floor a few yards away.
“What the fuck!” Frank said.
“I’m sorry,” I said, “But I need to do this alone.” 
My body was surrounded by circlets of purple light and heat haze. My stomach churned as the magick’s effect took hold of my body and started to drag it into the Nether. It was much like riding a rollercoaster, which I remembered doing once when I was young. The feeling was different from the portal we had used in Berlin, though. This was true teleportation and not a tunnel we had to run through.
“Amber, no!” Frank said, struggling to get to his feet. 
“I’ll distract her. You don’t come until you have the others with you.” 
“You can’t do this!” he said, but it was too late. The light circlets constricted around me until all that was left of me was a tiny ball of light. In a second it disappeared, and I was gone. 
When I opened my eyes, all was dark. I couldn’t see though my eyes were open, couldn’t hear though there was noise all around me, couldn’t smell anything and yet I could smell everything. This was a strange place; it was a mad place the still living were never meant to experience for more than a few seconds in their entire lives. The Nether was a place where the invisible entities that stalk the world live, a place where the some of the dead still walk, a place where souls become food. 
“Cherie,” said a voice from amidst the chaos. 
“Collette?” I said, though I couldn’t hear myself speak.
“Come with me, Amber. I will guide you.” 
A hand reached out to me from the darkness, cold and soft, and for a moment I hesitated but then I took it. I pulled hard, trying to yank Collette out of the darkness and bring her closer to me. I didn’t want to be alone in here, but I also wanted to have my sister next to me one more time, one last time. I didn’t care that I couldn’t see her. Didn’t care where I was or what my deviation would do to the spell. I tugged and tugged, fighting against the resistance keeping her wedged inside the sphere of chaos around me. 
Then I heard a blood-curdling, two-toned roar come out of the dark, and the hand I was pulling grabbed my wrist and dragged me into the chaos.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 25
 
 
Whether hours had passed or minutes, Damien didn’t know. The darkness and silence was total and complete. Enveloping. Maddening. He thought he could hear voices at times, whispering from between cracks in the stone walls. They couldn’t have been real, but they sounded real enough to him and that was all that mattered. 
Struggling was no use, and pulling against the chains only caused a great deal of pain—pain he wasn’t sure he would be able to endure for much longer. “How the hell did Amber do it?” he asked into the dark, just to hear the sound of his own voice. “Stuck in the dark for days and weeks, alone.”
But that didn’t matter right now. Damien knew he wouldn’t be stuck here for weeks or even days. Linezka wanted to know what he knew, wanted access to the information he had, and he knew if her patience started to run thin she would kill him out of frustration. All he knew about her pointed to the eventuality of Damien’s death. The only edge he had was the fact that Linezka, for all her perceptions and her ability to read the future, somehow couldn’t read Damien and she needed something from him. 
Otherwise he would have been dead already. 
The door to his cellar opened suddenly and quickly. There was no fanfare this time, no glowing light, and no Linezka. The figure breaking the light spilling in from beyond the door was a slight shadow of a person, barely recognizable until she stepped inside. Lily. Damien perked up and watched as she closed the door and approached with a tray in her hand. The smell—the warm aroma of roasted parsnips, chicken, and potatoes—coming off the tray made Damien’s mouth salivate, and the sight of that swishing cup of water turned his knees to jelly. 
They gave way and Damien slipped down, but his chains held him up with his arms stretched wide.
“What is this?” he asked.
Lily placed the tray on the floor, picked a piece of chicken up with a fork, and brought it to his mouth. The smell was intoxicating. He hadn’t eaten in hours. But when the food touched his lips, he couldn’t bring himself to open his mouth and receive it. 
“Please,” she said, “You need to eat, Damien.” 
He looked at her, then at the food, and his stomach got the better of him. Damien opened his mouth and chewed the piece of chicken until it was ready to swallow. His body sang out at the taste of food, real food, and he asked for more. Lily obliged, carefully feeding him and allowing him to drink. When the food and water were finished Lily set the tray aside and sat down in the center of the room, in front of Damien.
He had forgotten for a moment that she was supposed to be dead. 
“You’re dead,” he said.
Lily shook her head. “Sometimes I wish that were true,” she said. “Beats this.”
“I’m having a hard time believing you’re you,” he said.
“I know. I don’t expect, after everything that’s happened, that you’d believe I’m really me. But I am me, Damien.” 
“I’m supposed to just take your word?” 
Lily looked up at him—into him, with her big brown eyes—and sighed. “No. But what if I can prove it?” 
“Prove it? How? And why?” 
“Because I’m just as much a prisoner here as you are. I want to get out too, Damien. I want to go back to living my life.” 
“You don’t look like a prisoner.” 
“I’ve been here long enough to earn my right to walk around.” 
“How long?” 
Lily closed her eyes and looked away. The memory she was accessing seemed painful. Damien’s heart leapt for her, but he held himself. “I remember dying,” she said, “I remember him holding me under the water and taking my life away from me. I also remember the bracelet falling off my wrist and into the river. It was the last thing I saw before… before my life was over.” 
Damien had almost forgotten about the bracelet. Amber had found it in the Geordie River one morning after… after following a raven. He said nothing and allowed her to continue.
“After Amber found it,” she said, “I followed her. I helped her find the truth; helped you both. I can remember that part of my... my existence… as if it happened in a dream. I was so angry, Damien. And lost. You were the only ones who could help me, and you did. You caught him, and Amber lived.” 
“Then what happened?” he asked. There was one detail Amber had mentioned to him about what she experienced moments before waking up after her attack on the Ever Dark Mesa. 
“I remember the ravens,” she said, tearing up, “I remember finding Joanna… finding peace.” 
Damien suddenly went cold, ice cold. His stomach churned and threatened to expel everything that had just gone down his throat. Could she have known that, he thought. It was certainly possible, considering Linezka may have been listening in—spying—on Damien and Amber since the very beginning. There were few things which hadn’t been spoken about freely during that time between the Sheriff’s attack and the attempted demonic possession of Amber Lee. It wasn’t insane to think Lily could have been fed this information or, worse still, that this wasn’t Lily at all but some kind of simile. 
If Linezka hadn’t been spying on that particular conversation, though, then this was Lily and that meant… Damien had his sister back. 
“I just…” she said, “I just woke up one day and she was there.”
“When?” 
Damien could tell Lily didn’t want to say. She battled with it for a second. “She brought me back from the dead only a few weeks after you had put my soul to rest.”
“A few… weeks?” Damien asked. “But that means you’ve been alive… all this time… and I didn’t—I didn’t know!” 
“Damien, don’t,” she said, “Don’t beat yourself up.” 
“Lily,” he said, his eyes softening. “Lily… it’s you.” 
She sprang up and hugged him. “Damien,” she said, sobbing into his shoulder, “I’ve missed you so much.”
“There were so many things I never got to say to you.” 
“It’s okay,” she said, stroking his hair, “You don’t have to say them. I’m here.” 
“No,” he said, “I have to. I wasn’t there. I should have come with you and not chosen to stay in San Francisco.” 
“You had no choice. Natalie was there and you needed to watch over her. You know that as much as I do.” 
“I fucked up so badly, Lily. I messed everything up.” 
“You didn’t mess anything up.” She kissed his cheek, pulled away, and looked at him. It was dark in the room, but there was light enough for them to see each other. “Listen to me very carefully.” 
Damien nodded. 
“You need to do what she says,” Lily said.
“Lily, I can’t.” 
“If you do what she says she’ll let us leave. Life… it’s never going to be the same, not after this, but it’ll be life, Damien. For both of us.” 
“If I give her what she wants, she’ll use it for her own ends. As long as she lives, we won’t be safe from her.” 
“You don’t know that.” 
“I do. I’ve been fighting her for a long time.” 
“And she’s been fighting Amber,” Lily said, “You got involved in this war because of my death. I’m not dead. You have every right to choose to back out.” 
“She wants Amber dead, Lily,” Damien said, “After all I’ve been through, I won’t just walk away and let that happen.” 
Lily cupped his face and stroked his cheeks. Her hands were warm and soft, everything he remembered from when he was a child hiding scared in a closet as his parents and their cult summoned dark forces beyond the comprehension of his young mind. “She’s willing to make a deal,” Lily said.
“A deal?” Damien asked, “What kind of deal?” 
“Amber doesn’t have to die.” 
“I… don’t understand.” 
“If you give Linezka the demon and Amber surrenders her magick, she’ll let everyone walk.” 
Damien took a beat, a breath, and processed the information he had just received. Linezka? A deal? It didn’t seem like anything he thought she would ever do. Linezka was ruthless and relentless in her pursuits. That she would just abandon them, or settle for anything less than the exact outcome she wanted indicated one of two things; she was tired of the chase, or she was desperate for… something. 
“I’m… having trouble believing this,” Damien said. “Even coming from you.” 
“You have to believe it, Damien. It’s the truth. I wouldn’t lie to you.” 
Maybe not, but Linezka would. “I don’t know if—if Amber will go for that. Surrendering her power? I just don’t know.” 
“You have to convince her. It’s the only way we all walk away from this forever.” 
Damien stared at her, trying to get a read on her and failing miserably. His magick was gone, and the love he felt for his sister was clouding his ability to think rationally. He wanted so badly to leave with her. Maybe they’d go back to San Francisco. Amber and Aaron could finally have the life they were meant to have together. 
Maybe giving Linezka what she wanted was the only thing to do.
 
***
 
Whatever that was, it wasn’t Collette. It couldn’t have been. Something dragged me into the still chaos of the Nether and now nightmares were coming at me from all sides. Hands, teeth, and nails as sharp as razors flailed about me like I was trapped in the eye of a tornado, staring up and beyond the edge of the known universe. Falling, falling, and falling. 
The wolf howled from deep within my heart and tore its way out to fight the chaos nail for nail, tooth for tooth, but I continued to fall until suddenly I wasn’t falling anymore. I hit the ground hard, shoulder first, and lay dazed for an instant before scrambling to my feet again. Evil was all around me. This place reeked of pain and suffering and hopelessness, much like the dark place in my soul where the other lives. The wolf knew it was still there, lurking, waiting. Only the wolf now understood what it was; it was prey. 
People, I thought as the smell of sweat and food came to me. When I spun around in a hard arc I saw them standing there, frozen in terror, and staring at me. It was Damien, but it was also… Lily? The wolf had never smelled her before, but I knew who she was. I had smelled her essence, felt her spirit, and had seen her pictures. But something was wrong.
I lunged and grabbed Lily by the throat, pinning her up against a wall with my powerful arms. Damien yelled at me to stop, but the thought that played over and over in my mind was you’re supposed to be dead, you’re supposed to be dead, you’re supposed to be dead. 

Lily struggled and Damien let out a scream that came from a place of such visceral fear. I could smell it—fear—oozing out of them both in great waves. Fear of me, of my Power, of my body. And then I saw the chains holding Damien to the wall. Memories of my own incarceration came rushing to the fore and I dropped Lily where she stood. Then I grabbed one of the metal chains where it connected against the wall and pulled until it gave way under my might and came clean loose off the wall with a loud clang. 
“Free,” I said in a deep, guttural voice. 
Damien nodded. “Free,” he replied, “But don’t hurt Lily.” 
I whipped my head around hard and sniffed the air. Evil was everywhere. I wasn’t sure if it was coming from her, from Damien, or from this place, but I should have known I would have trouble in whatever blasted sanctum this was. The wolf pulled its claws out of my mind and receded like the evening tide, letting me take control—and my own shape—again as I walked toward Lily. 
I realized then that, somehow, my clothes weren’t ripped and I hadn’t been torn to shreds by magick wards. Count your blessings, I thought.
“Is that really you?” I asked Lily.
Lily nodded, though she backed away from me as I approached. “You’re a… a…” 
“It’s a long story,” I said. I turned to Damien. “We need to get you out of here.” 
“How?” he asked. One of his hands was now free and he was working hard to remove the pin on the other manacle. “I mean, how did you get in here?” 
“I had help,” I said, approaching. I helped him remove both of his restraints and he rubbed his wrists. In the dark it was difficult to see his face, but I saw him smile. I returned it. “We don’t have time for niceties,” I said. “Get your sister close. I’m going to tear down these wards and you’re going to get a message to Frank.” 
“Frank? Where is he?” 
“Waiting to pick us up… I hope.” 
“You hope?” 
“Another long story.” 
Lily rushed to Damien’s side and I stood in the center of the room, reaching out with my invisible senses to grope around in the dark for the source of Linezka’s wards. In my mind they appeared as spots of red writing scratched into the walls; writing centered around a glowing inverted pentacle which served as the anchor to Linezka’s spell. 
I stretched my hands, curled them into fists, and imagined the Moonfire bursting out of the seams in the wall and ripping the writing apart. The room seemed to lighten in an instant, as if the wards were causing the unnatural darkness, and when I thought Damien had enough room to send a telepathic nudge to Frank through the hole I had made in the wards, I stopped. 
Damien closed his eyes and I waited with my heart pulsing in my throat, but then the only door into the room opened; and she was there.
“Brava,” said Linezka. The sight of her made my skin crawl—those black eyes, her pointed teeth, her pale flesh—and I scowled. “This is a pretty daring escape attempt, wouldn’t you say? Breaking into my sanctum and releasing my guests without my knowledge.”
The wolf raged behind my eyes, in my heart, in my throat. She killed Collette. That bitch killed Collette! I could almost see myself tearing out of my skin, plunging my claws into the soft tissue of her throat, and pulling it clean out of her. I wondered what it would look like, what it would feel like, and sound like, but I pushed the wolf down. 
Soon.
“I knew you’d know I was here,” I said.
“Of course I would, Amber. You didn’t think someone like you could go anywhere without making magick ripples one could see from space, did you?” 
“No,” I said, “In fact, I counted on it. Now you’re here, and we can finish this.” 
“End me? Heavens no. What ever will I do?” she asked. Her cocky, fanged smile upturned into a glare. “You don’t have the power to kill me, Red Witch,” she said, “And even if you did, you wouldn’t try.” 
“Why not?” 
“Because in the time it takes you to strike me down, I will have destroyed them first.”
I craned my head over my shoulder and stared at Damien and Lily. He was free of the restraints, but had I caused a big enough hole in the magick wards in the room to enable him to help me in a fight? Or, at the very least, defend himself and Lily from her attacks? 
“You leave them out of this,” I said. “I’m here. I’m the one you want. Let them go.” 
Linezka’s glare became a smile again. She clasped her hands by her belly and said “There will be plenty of time for negotiations later. For now, please accompany me into my main chambers.” 
I turned toward Damien again. He nodded, and that was all he had to tell me. He had gotten the message through to Frank. Now it was only a matter of time. Still, Frank wouldn’t get here in the next minute or two. The witches needed to cast the spell again, and I didn’t know how long that would take. 
“I’ll come back for you,” I said, “Both of you.” 
Damien nodded and took my hand. There was something in his palm. I took it and, carefully, pivoted against Linezka’s line of sight and tucked whatever he had given me into my pocket. In my mind I heard his voice. Keep it hidden, Damien said, you’ll know what to do with it when the time comes.
“Okay,” I said, hoping Linezka hadn’t detected Damien’s telepathy. “I’ll go with you.” 
“Excellent,” she said, extending her hand. “Please, come this way.”
As I walked out of the room, I noticed a dark skinned, hooded man step inside behind me. He had a fresh set of chains in his hands and a knife in his belt. When the door to Damien’s cell slammed shut, I wondered if I had just sentenced he and his sister to death by leaving them alone and choosing not to fight. 
Frank, I thought, you’d better hurry, witch. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 26
 
 
The man with the knife and the chain shoved Lily aside and told her to stay back. He looked at Damien, then at the broken manacles on the floor, and then at the chains he was holding. Nothing had to be said for Damien to understand what the jailor wanted—Damien back in chains. Simple enough. Only Damien didn’t want to get back into chains. If Amber had damaged Linezka’s wards with her magick, he could do way more damage with the power he had within himself.
She had underestimated him.
The hooded man circled around Damien and pulled his hands behind his back. He could see Lily standing in the corner of the room, the witch that was too terrified to move, and didn’t blame her for her inaction. He wondered if she even had powers, what with her having been resurrected—if that was even possible. 
His eyes went to the door. It was shut, but it wasn’t locked. If he was fast, he could get to it before the hooded man could; and then he could lock the door behind himself and watch the hooded man be consumed by—no, that wasn’t a good plan. Then what? What does he do? Does he go and find Linezka and risk her killing Amber on the spot, or killing Lily? He had already played an ace by giving Amber the pendant he had around his neck. Now he had to do everything he could to get Lily out, even if that meant giving in to what Linezka wanted. 
“Wait,” he said to the man before the first manacle went on.
The hooded man paused, but said nothing. 
“Tell her I’ll talk to her,” Damien said. “I’ll give her what she wants.” 
“Damien!” Lily said, “Are… are you sure?”
“I have to,” he said. 
“But what about Amber?” 
“Amber will be okay. She can take care of herself. I’m more interested in taking care of you.” 
Damien stood motionless for a moment while the hooded man hesitated. His heart was pounding, his neck throbbing, and his fingers twitching, but the manacle never went on his wrist. The man let Damien go, let the chain fall to the ground, and then circled back to the front of the room where he opened the door.
He pointed into the corridor and Damien took Lily’s hand before leaving the room. He knew what he was about to do was dangerous, that Linezka was a liar, and that Amber was vulnerable to the demonic more than she was to anything else. He knew all this, and battled with it along every step he took down the corridor. 
The truth was this had stopped being all about Amber; it had become about Lily, too. She deserved a second chance at life.
 
***
 
Linezka guided me into a huge chamber with a vaulted ceiling, which went up so high it was like staring into a black hole. There were columns rising high into the darkness at specific intervals, and pews lined up in rows leading up to the foot of an altar and a podium. A rack of candles on either side of the altar, against the farthest wall, flickered silently against the dark providing the only illumination. 
Given what I knew of her, her cult, and her background, I was surprised to find the room to be as devoid of pomp as it was. Where were the icons to Satan? The murals, the pentagrams, the ram’s head skulls? Where were the hooks hanging from the ceiling, the spikes and chains, and the bats? Hell, where were the giant oil paintings of her? This didn’t look anything like the kind of church I had pictured her doing her black masses in. 
But I did hear a sound up in the darkness—almost like a shuffling or scuttling.
“You’re brave to have come alone, Red Witch,” she said as she knelt before the stone—or marble—podium. There, drawn into the front of it, was a single inverted pentagram. “After what I did to your friend.” 
She’s trying to get a rise out of you, I thought, be calm—for Collette.
“You did nothing to my friend,” I said.
“Didn’t I kill her?” she asked, turning around with a pinched face. “The necromancer, right?” 
“Death is only a transition. You liberated her.” 
“Is that the line she’s been feeding you?” 
“It’s the truth.” 
“For some, maybe. Yes, some linger on as wretched little echoes of themselves, doomed to walk eternity searching for a resolution to an issue they had in life. The others go to the Underworld where they can play kings and queens until kingdom come and trumpets sound. But Necromancers… do you know what happens to them when they die?” 
“I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.” 
“Come and sit,” Linezka said, tapping the front pew. She climbed the few risers to the altar and stood at the podium. Figuring I didn’t have much of a choice, I walked to the front of the church and sat down. 
“I didn’t come here to talk about Collette,” I said.
“No,” Linezka said, “But you’re going to listen anyway. See, I’ve been doing this for a very long time. I’ve met Necromancers before—our mutual acquaintance Luther, for example—and I’ve also killed my fair share. They never quite linger on but they also don’t quite fall into the Underworld, though the pull is there. The draw to the infinite below is intense, inescapable, and constant. It pulls them down, down, down, and the more they hold on to the world of the living, the more the pull of the underworld tears at the fabric of their already pained existences until there’s nothing left of it. Then poof, they’re gone. So much for change.” 
“Why are you telling me this?” 
“Because I want you to know that your friend Collette is in great pain, Amber. Pain you caused, pain she can’t escape from, pain that’s eventually going to end her and send her shrieking into a bleak, black place. That’s what happens when you steal from the dead.”
“Collette knew she was going to die,” I said.
“Of course she knew. Just like someone who sees the clouds change in the sky can tell a storm is coming, Collette knew exposure to you would eventually cost her the long life she had worked so hard to maintain. You bring everyone you touch suffering and misery and eventually, death.” 
“I don’t kill or hurt anyone. You do.” 
“Only to get to you, my dear,” she said. “And because you’re so adamant in not giving me what I want, others have gotten hurt and killed. But make no mistake; their blood is on your hands, Amber Lee. Collette, Lily, Joanna… Damien…”
“Damien?” I asked. “He isn’t dead.”
“By the skin of his teeth,” she said. “But you did almost kill him.” 
My heart started to thump hard against my throat. “What are you talking about?” 
“Why don’t you ask him yourself?” She pointed across the church. Damien was approaching with Lily from the back, a hooded man walking behind them like an enforcer—or an executioner. Damien was shirtless, and even against the dull lighting provided by the candles, I could see the remnants of what must have been a nasty wound on his chest. A wound caused by a claw. 
Why hadn’t I seen it before? I hadn’t even smelled it! Did that just happen? Maybe I hurt him when I first appeared in his cell and didn’t even register it. Or… no, maybe it was magick that had kept the wound hidden from me. I stood, but Linezka flicked her wrist and an anvil of pressure on my shoulders sat me down again with a hard thud. “Damien,” I said, “Are you alright?” 
“I’m fine,” he said.
“Go ahead, Damien,” Linezka said. “Tell her what she did to you.” 
Damien gritted his teeth and gave me his eyes, but then he lowered his gaze. “It’s true,” he said, “It happened during one of your earlier changes.” 
“What?” I asked, “I… I mean… how?” 
“Aaron was trying to control you and he couldn’t, so I stepped in and you got me… almost killed me.” 
“I… Damien… why didn’t you tell me I had done this to you?” 
“Because he loves you,” Linezka said, opening her arms like a priest directing herself to a congregation. “Isn’t it ironic? He loves you and you nearly killed him. Sounds like what happened to me in the seventeen hundreds, only I did kill the guy.”
“Is she telling the truth?” I asked, “Do you love me?” 
“Amber,” he said, “Don’t.” 
“Damien, I need to know. I have a right to know.”
Damien looked at Lily, then at me, and nodded. All of the power in my legs went at once. Good thing I wasn’t standing. My stomach went cold, my face numb, and my heart began to sound a little like a jackhammer, to the point where I almost couldn’t hear anything else happening around me. He… loves me… after what he did, and the way we ended, he still loves me.
“See?” Linezka said. “All you do is cause pain and suffering to those around you.” 
The tears came, then. I couldn’t stop them. Lily, Joanna, Collette, Damien—even Aaron and Frank. I was responsible for everything that had happened to them. No one else. Linezka was right. If I had just surrendered to her maybe Collette would still be alive, and maybe Damien, Lily, Joanna, and even Frank would be living happy lives right now. 
Amidst the tears, I could feel the beast pawing at the door, bashing the door, begging to be released. But what good would it have done? I ran the risk of hurting them just as much as I stood a chance at hurting Linezka. In the end, what was it all for? 
“I’ll give you what you want,” Damien said to Linezka.
I perked up. 
Linezka grinned wickedly. “You’ll give me the demon?” 
Damien nodded. 
“And in exchange?” 
“In exchange, you promise to set us all free.” 
“I’m afraid I can’t just let you all go, Damien. The Red Witch is a real thorn in my side.”
“Then she’ll surrender her power to you.” 
Linezka moved away from the podium, stepped down from the altar, and looked at me. “Is the Red Witch ready to be human?” she asked.
I could barely even hear her. There was too much going on in my head right now, too many wrongs I had done, too many problems I had caused. I nodded. “Just let them go,” I said, letting the tiredness come. “I won’t resist.” 
“Then we have a deal,” Linezka said to Damien. “But before I can make good on it, you have to make good on your part.” 
I watched Damien’s eyes look for mine, then go back to Linezka. He nodded. “I’ll make good on my part,” he said, “But you’re going to have to do something for me first.” 
“What’s that?” she asked.
“You’re going to have to drop the wards you have hanging over me.” 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 27
 
 
Linezka regarded Damien with the same cautious curiosity of one cat eyeing another. Who are you? What are you? Why are you? The moment hung in the air like a blanket of tension smothering everything beneath it. Spots of sweat broke out on Damien’s forehead, and when he looked into Linezka’s eyes and saw the blackness within them, he noticed for the first time that he couldn’t see himself in their reflection because, like black holes, light couldn’t escape them.
“Drop the wards, you ask?” Linezka said, circling around Damien and Lily like a shark. 
“If you want the demon, that’s what I need you to do,” Damien said.
“And why would I drop the wards?” 
“Because you know I can’t defeat you on my own.” 
“True.” 
“And because of the two of us, I’m less of a liar than you are.” 
“But you’re still a liar, yes? Or have we forgotten what you did at the cabin?” 
Amber’s eyes rose up to meet Linezka, then they went to Damien. His heart leapt into his throat and he could feel his windpipe closing. “Shut up and drop the wards,” he said, “Otherwise you aren’t getting what you want.” 
“I see. Very well.” She flicked her wrist and the tension—the magick—evaporated, leaving not a single trace of it having been there. “It’s done.” 
“Just like that, huh?” 
“Just like that. Now, the demon.” 
Damien nodded. “Gimme a second,” he said, closing his eyes. “This isn’t going to be easy or painless.” 
“Oh good; that’s the kind of magick I like.” 
Stand back, he said in his mind, directing a subtle telepathic jolt to Amber and Lily. Amber perked up immediately, but Lily was a little slower. Too slow? Maybe. Up until that very moment, that millisecond, he hadn’t made up his mind about what he was going to do. If he was to release the demon from its prison within his own soul, it would likely try and find a host immediately, and with Linezka’s help Damien figured who it would take. But if he didn’t release it, Linezka would kill everyone in the room out of anger. 
He could see her patience was running thin and didn’t like his chances. 
Damien reached into his own soul, deep into himself, where only his own inner light served as a path, as illumination, as sanctuary. His soul was dark, darker than most, but it didn’t make him an evil person. A dark soul doesn’t predispose one to evil; it was the sign of someone touched heavily by it, nothing more. A mark. A reminder. And Damien dug into that reminder to pull, from out of himself, the thing which was darkest and brightest at the same time.
It wasn’t a nightmarish memory, it wasn’t an inner torment, and it wasn’t the demon; it was the Dark Fire. 
When Damien opened his eyes they blazed green with sick light. Lily retreated, stumbling over a pew and falling to the floor. Amber stood and backed away, shielding her eyes from the light. Even Linezka had been given reason to step back, startled by what she was bearing witness to, but she didn’t react. Didn’t act, either. She simply stood there, bathed in the same green glow from his dream and just as stunned as the other onlookers.
“You want this demon?” Damien said. “Catch it.” 
He tilted his head back, made his throat work, and when he opened his mouth green flame and patterns of light came roaring out, illuminating the interior of the church. From the ceiling a chorus of hissing and two-toned screeching fell, and when Amber tilted her head up she saw them. There were people up there; men and women dressed in rags, nothing more than skin and bones and wiry hair. They were stuck to the vaulted ceiling like spiders, defying the laws of gravity, and their eyes… even from down here she could see how they were white and rolled into their skulls, could see the way their mouths opened and unhinged themselves in a grotesque way. 
And they were legion. 
“Damien, no!” Amber said, but it was too late.
When Damien’s throat swelled to the size of a football, an entity made of black ink clawed its way out of his mouth. It screamed and hollered and the noise it made sang a song of agony unlike anything any human would ever experience. It was burning. The Dark Fire was hurting it, eating its inky black flesh, destroying its essence. 
Linezka screamed and her hands came up. She made a pulling gesture and the creature climbing out of Damien’s throat came rushing out, its cry all but deafening to the human ear. Damien coughed and choked as his throat returned to its normal size, and he doubled over from the pain, but then something else happened. It was a tingling sensation first, but then it burned—and then the feeling caused him to scream. 
The scar on his chest, the once-claw mark that had existed, was glowing. Tiny green embers seemed to burn outward from the inside, ripping the flesh apart again and eating whatever magick Linezka had used to heal the wound. Damien thought his heart was going to explode, thought he was going to die, but he knew he couldn’t die without doing what he needed to do.
He fell to his knees, looked up at Linezka, and let the Dark Fire spill out of him and race toward her. She struggled with the flames, screeching and shrieking, but it was the demon that was most vulnerable to Damien’s magick. In a manner of seconds, the black shape vanished under the might of the dark magick Damien had summoned. Destroyed. Gone forever. Consumed.
Damien put his arms out to prevent his face from hitting the stone floor as he fell, but he fell hard anyway. 
“What... have you done,” Linezka said, eyes wide with disbelief. 
“I lied,” Damien said.
 
***
 
Oh shit… is he dead? 
My head was pounding, heart beating so hard my vision was starting to blacken in pulses, my chest so heavy I felt like it could topple me over. Damien wasn’t moving, his body was smoking, and the chorus of screeching and hissing falling from above like rain kept me from being able to make any kind of logical decisions. As the glow of the remaining Dark Fire faded away and the church once again fell into darkness, I knew I had to choose.
Attack Linezka in the confusion or help Damien?
I snapped out of the daze, dashed toward him, and threw myself at his side. The wolf was coming. I could feel it reaching for the surface, but I needed a moment to think. Just one! 
“Damien?” I said, pulling his face up and tapping his cheek. “Damien, speak to me!” 
“I’m sorry, Amber,” he said. His voice was weak and fading fast. “I didn’t mean to try and hurt you or Aaron.” 
“No. You don’t have anything to be sorry for. I’m going to get you out of here, okay? Just hold on, Damien. Don’t you die on me too!” 
My chest was starting to vibrate, and the pulses were flowing through my arms and into my fingers. I could feel my Power bubbling, like the wolf, rising to the surface. Linezka’s wards were down, and I was free. Without hesitating, I let Damien rest his head on the floor and stood, turned, and faced Linezka. 
“That was unfortunate,” she said. “But c’est la vie, right?” 
“You’re done,” I said. “This is where you end.” 
“Do you really believe that, Amber?” 
My Power came flowing out me in a surge. I screamed, pushed my hands out, and sent a wave of telekinetic energy hurtling at her. Pews parted as the wave of power rushed at Linezka. Her hands came up in defense of the power, but she was too late. The pulse hit her square in the chest and sent her to her back a few feet from the altar. 
I watched my hands seethe and crackle with flicking red and silver light. This is new, I thought, but I didn’t question it. Instead I approached. Linezka stood, straightened her dress, and brushed a stray strand of hair out of her face. She scowled and said, “I’ll give you that one, Red Witch. The next one you’ll have to work for.” 
“Didn’t seem like you gave me anything,” I said, and flicked my hand across and sent a line of streaking Moonfire into her cheek, but the magick struck some kind of defense and fizzled before it touched her. 
It was Linezka who approached now, her hands at her side and beginning to glow with the sick green color of Dark Fire. 
I ducked to the side, dashed between a set of pews, and threw myself behind a stone pillar just as a bolt of energy came racing at me. It struck the stone with a loud crack and took a chunk out of it, but I was fine. Linezka laughed.
“What’s the matter, Red Witch? Scared I’ll burn that pretty face of yours?” 
I swung around the other side of the stone pillar, screamed, and fired off another ball of silver flame at the devil’s whore. This one struck her shoulder and she screeched as the silver fire burned her dress and the skin beneath. From above, the possessed men and women clinging to the ceiling like spiders sang in harmony to Linezka’s cry of pain. Out, said the wolf, but I ignored it. Instead I willed another ball of silver flame to form from my right hand and hurled it at her like I was throwing a baseball. Linezka’s magick flew up in defense of this attack and the ball of fire dispersed, sending a shower of silver embers into the darkness and all around the dark church. 
“Enough,” she said. 
“Already?” I asked.
“Yes. I’ve had enough of this. We could fight each other till the end of time and neither of us would win, or you can surrender and I can save the life of your friend.” 
“Or I could kill you and save him myself.” 
“Sorry, wrong answer. That wasn’t one of your options.” 
She made a gesture with her hands, a kind of grabbing gesture, and I felt my chest tug out and up. My feet lost contact with the ground, and I realized I was levitating. But that wasn’t all. Something was happening inside of me. In the back of my mind, I heard a scream filled with the agony of a thousand men slowly dying on spikes growing in intensity, as if someone were turning the volume up in small increments.
Or as if the sound were coming toward me. 
I could feel the wolf’s fear rising too, its anger. Ever since the cabin, ever since that moment of understanding with Aaron, the beast had seen the darkness inside of me as prey, as something to hunt and dominate, and I had been able to control it. But now the thing that had tried so hard to keep hidden was coming out. It was coming out!
Linezka made a pulling gesture and I flew toward her, paralyzed and unable to stop the motion. She grabbed me by the throat and squeezed, prohibiting my ability to breathe. I was able to grab hold of her hand with my own, but she was too strong—I couldn’t pull her off—and something was preventing the wolf from breaking through to the surface and taking my skin. 
“I hope you didn’t think I came into this without a plan B,” she said, smiling. 
I tried to speak, but I couldn’t.
“What’s that?” she asked, “I’m better than you? I know. As long as you have that darkness inside of you there’s nothing about you that worries me. You’re about as dangerous as a fish out of water, and as delicate as a flower.” 
Her hand continued to press on my throat. I could feel the life draining from me in a slow, unbearable flow. Every second stretched into its own universe where I watched, helpless, as this woman took away everything I cared about. Collette, Damien, Aaron, Frank, and then the world; nothing was safe, and I was powerless to stop her.
Ze pendant. 
The whisper almost came too late. I wasn’t sure I had heard what I thought I heard until I remembered I had a pendant in my pocket. Frank’s pendant. The pendant he was using to track Damien’s whereabouts. The pendant he had used as a reliquary for a demon for a very, very long time. For as long as I had known him. 
You’ll know what to do with it when the time comes Damien had said when he gave it to me earlier. I didn’t know what he had meant at the time, but now it all made sense. Frank had brought a demon to the cabin with the intention of infecting me with it and washing out the darkness all at once. The spell had failed and Damien had destroyed the older demon in a blaze of Dark Fire. But there was a second demon… and it was in my pocket.
I gave the wolf an inch and allowed it to empower my muscles, even if I wouldn’t let it out altogether. My nails extended into sharp claws and I slashed one across Linezka’s face, forcing her to let go of me even if it was only for a moment. A moment was all I needed. In the confusion, I pulled Frank’s pendant out of my pocket, slammed it into a nearby stone column, and with a bolt of telekinetic energy forced the metal to split in two. 
“What are you doing!” Linezka screamed. 
As the inky black mass began to spread out and spill into the air from beneath my palm, I opened my mouth, and with the simple power of intent, allowed the darkness to enter. The blackness flew into me as if by gravity and my throat swelled up, just as Damien’s had, as the thing reached into my body and climbed in. When it was done I doubled over and coughed. I wanted to throw up, to pass out, or to die. Anything to rid myself of the foul, disgusting taste in my mouth—a taste I never thought I would ever be rid of. But instead, I stayed where I was and I heaved through the moment, waiting for it to pass. 
“You stupid bitch,” Linezka said, “You’ve fallen right into my hands.” 
I looked up at her from behind eyes which shone with the light of the sun. A battle was raging inside of me; light against dark, good against evil, chaos against order. I felt myself leave the moment, leave the church, leave—wherever this place was—and travel into myself. To a forest much like the one back home in Raven’s Glen, a forest filled with wolves, birds, and other animals; a forest that was very much mine to protect, to keep, and to tend to. But darkness was coming. Ash was falling from the sky, the trees were starting to blacken, and at the root of it all there was the figure of a man.
I remembered a dream I had like this once, a long time ago, only when I had the dream I had thought the dark figure had been Collette’s shadow come to devour my home. But Collette was beside me now with her hand in mine. Behind us there was light, before us there was darkness, and she was staring into it with me.
“Zis is ze moment, Amber,” she said. “We both dreamed zis dream.” 
The need to question her being here, or her speaking to me, didn’t arise. Her presence was the most natural thing in the world. Here, she wasn’t dead. “We have been wrong about so many things, Collette” I said.
“I know. But ze truth will always find a way out, and ze truth iz here. You must choose.”
“Choose? Choose what?” 
“Ze light, or ze dark.” 
“I can’t fight her if I’m fighting this thing.” 
“Zen don’t fight it.” 
I let go of Collette’s hand and walked toward the darkness. Only once did I look over my shoulder, at that perfect, beautiful scene of light and wildlife made even more perfect by her presence in it. But I knew I didn’t belong there. That life was a lie. The only truth was the one before me, coming for me, devouring me from the inside.
“Come,” I said to the darkness, “I’m waiting.” 
When we opened our eyes, we were surrounded. Hands were groping at our stolen flesh, tongues lapping at our ears, fingers, and cheeks. We couldn’t see, our breaths were short and forced, and our head was pounding. A thin film of sweat covered our body making us cold from top to bottom, only we didn’t know where top and bottom were. At least, not until we could see what was happening.
We had floated to the ceiling, and all around us our brothers and sisters were… adoring us. We laughed, a hard cackle, and they started to chant in reverse. But the sounds were painful to our ears, and that didn’t seem right to us. It didn’t feel normal. We couldn’t understand why the perversion of the Lord’s Prayer wasn’t soothing our heart or stilling our breath. 
Something was wrong.
I am the wolf, said a voice, whose words brought comfort to our new body. I am the witch. I am the demon. 
We felt ourselves fall, our grip on the host slipping, slipping, and slipping. Hands were pulling at us from above to keep us close to the ceiling, but invisible hands were tugging at us from below, dragging us down, down, down into a place where we didn’t want to go. Not back there. Not into the dark again. Never into the dark! 
I hit the ground hard. An explosion of pain rocked my body as my shoulder cracked on the stone floor, but I was myself again. The demon had let go. It was time to finish this.
Linezka took a step away. She had been watching, dumbfounded when she witnessed my momentary possession, and now stunned that I had rid myself of it so quickly. I lunged at her, and the wolf slipped out of my skin and took control. She moved quickly, ducking and dodging away from my claws and snapping jaws, but there was little room for her to maneuver. She slashed with claw-tipped fingernails and cut me along the arm. I roared and grabbed her by the throat, and then I plunged my other hand into her gut, tearing into the soft flesh of her belly and feeling her cold blood rush all over my fingers. 
Linezka let out a gut-wrenching scream, and it was the most painful and blissful sound to have ever graced my ears.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 28
 
 
The wolf relinquished control and allowed me to return to my own skin. Linezka lay against the altar, her blood spilling out onto the stone floor, her breathing ragged. I stepped back, wiped her blood on my thigh. And then I looked at her, and I pitied her, because for all her unnatural and immeasurable power, there she was—at my feet. 
“You killed my friends,” I said to her. 
She said nothing, just stared at me through her dead, black eyes. The chorus above us had ceased, too, leaving the moment wrapped in silence. “You murdered witches, left a trail of suffering in your wake, and irrevocably changed the lives of so many innocent people. And for what?” 
“Why does a scorpion sting?” she said.
“You are no scorpion. You’re a pathetic thing, just like those demons you use to do your dirty work. A creature so overcome with torment and pain you inflict it on others to sate your own. Scorpions have a place in this world, a reason for being. You don’t. You’re a cancer.” 
“So are you going to tear me out, Red Witch?” 
“No,” I said, approaching her and squatting. “I’m not going to kill you. I’m going to bind you, Linezka; bind you from doing harm to others, and from doing harm to yourself. And then you’re going to answer to every single person whose life you’ve touched. You’re going to make their pain your own.” 
“I have enough pain to spare, Amber. A little more won’t hurt.”
“It won’t hurt you, but it’ll help them.” 
“Really? You would let me live and fail to avenge your dead friends in order to help some witches you don’t even know?” 
“Absolutely I would.”
“Why?” 
“Because I understand you now. All this time you’ve wanted me and my power, you hunted me, tested me, and I thought what you wanted me to do was become your… your slave. But I see past that, now. I know what you truly want.”
She furrowed her brows and pressed her lips into a thin line.
“I’m not going to give you that peace,” I said, and I stood again. 
“Amber,” said a voice behind me. Damien! 
I spun around and saw him standing at the foot of the altar. His chest was red and black, and blood had dripped down his abdomen and was spreading over his jeans, but he was alive and the bleeding seemed to have stopped. At least for now. The green fire I had seen explode out of his chest had burned the skin in a major way. He would need medical attention if magical attention didn’t work.
“Are you okay?” I asked, almost as if I dared not to.
He nodded. “I’m in one piece.” 
“We need to get you and your sister out of here.” 
“I won’t argue with you there.” 
“Where is she?” 
Damien turned around. The church was mostly dark save for the flickering glow coming from the candles at the back. I remembered Damien’s sister being flung across the room and hearing a crack or a thud. My stomach went cold. 
“Lily?” Damien asked.
A feather tickled the back of my neck and I turned in time to catch Linezka’s cruel smile. My gut, already cold, twisted into a knot; and then I saw it. Lily came barreling out of the darkness with her hands outstretched, venom in her glowing green eyes, and fangs the size of daggers in her mouth. She hissed, vaulted over the altar where Linezka was lying, and tackled me to the ground. 
White hot pain surged throughout my body as the fangs pierced my chest and I screamed, high and loud, and the things waiting in the darkness above us screamed in return. My blood had been spilled, and they were hungry for it. The darkness began to swirl and move, and two by two, the possessed men and women with their white eyes, coarse hair, and sunken faces came crawling down the marble columns. 
 
***
 
Damien’s eyes didn’t know where to go. Linezka was starting to stand, Amber was screaming and struggling with the thing that until a moment ago had been his sister, and there were sounds coming from above him he knew no human throat could make. To make things worse, the door behind him was opening and the room was starting to fill with even more of Linezka’s cultists. 
He had played all his cards; now all he had was an empty hand and blindingly painful wound on his chest.
So he acted, on instinct, and grabbed Lily’s shoulders. She looked up at him with eyes which were once his sister’s and hissed, her mouth full of blood, and Damien shoved her to the floor and off Amber. But Amber was bleeding now, and struggling to breathe. He knelt, placed his hand on her chest, and pushed his healing magick into her as quickly as he could, but it wasn’t enough. Lily came again and tackled him, tossing him to the floor like a doll.
Damien wrestled with his sister. Linezka laughed as she rose to her feet. The hooded men closed in, and the wailing horde above—he could see them now—descended like human spiders. He had no choice but to use the Dark Fire again, to summon it from the deepest parts of himself and let it feed as he had done a moment ago. Even if it killed him.
He fought with his sister, shoved his hand into her face, and drew the Dark Fire from within himself. The foul magick poured out of his hand and he heard her skin start to sizzle and crackle. Lily screeched and retreated, and before any more Dark Fire could come flooding out of him, he bit down hard on his lip and forced the magick back into containment. 
When he turned his head he saw Amber starting to rise, starting to change shape, but Linezka was coming for her. He threw his hand up to attack, but an explosion rocked the church and sent him rolling along the floor and into a stone pillar and sent the pews groaning in all directions. 
Reality itself tore in two with a great ripping sound, as if a blade had been run through it and then twisted to force the tear open further. He watched as, in an instant, a number of broad shouldered, tall, muscular werewolves came through the tear. Their footfalls were as heavy as the breaths they were taking, their claws were sharp and ready, and in their eyes he could see their lust for battle; their need to slay anything that was an enemy. 
The entire church had fallen silent, staring as the werewolves made their entrance and formed a perimeter around the portal’s mouth. Then from the portal another figure emerged. A tall man, though not as tall as the werewolves, and lanky, with a head of bright blond hair and a grin from ear to ear. Frank came through like he was royalty, and Damien had never been happier to see him.
“I hope we didn’t join the party too late,” he said, and then chaos erupted. 
Three hulking werewolves pounced into the fray. Two of them, larger shapes, tore into the group of hooded men entering the room. Damien couldn’t see very well in the dim light of the church, but he could hear the shouts and the roars—and the spilling of blood—from where he was. Another werewolf came charging at Linezka and engaged, claw for claw, tooth for tooth, but Linezka was quick and even with the injury to her stomach she was able to hold her own.
“Hey,” said a familiar, female voice. 
A hand came down to grab him and Damien took it, and stood. It was Jackal, and she had a grin on her face. “Sorry we’re late,” she said.
“Better late than never.” 
“We’ve got company.” 
Damien looked up. Two men with white eyes, purple lips, and scabs on their faces were almost right on top of them. Jackal threw herself at the stone column and in the time it took Damien to blink, she had transformed into her tall, lithe, beast form and was climbing up the stone column to greet the descending creatures—her jaws and claws at the ready. 
An arm with a vice-like grip grabbed Damien’s wounded shoulder and forced him to turn. Damien saw the knife coming and, for a moment, froze like a deer caught in headlights. But the knife didn’t reach his skin. He watched as Frank’s hands clamped down on the hooded man’s head and shrank away from the wail that came out of the man’s mouth. The knife slipped out of the man’s hand as Frank’s debilitating magick assaulted the hooded man’s brain. Damien then grabbed the knife, and plunged it into the man’s chest. 
Another wail, a fading struggle, and when Frank released him the assailant fell limply to the floor.
“I’m glad to see you,” Damien said, smiling. 
Frank returned it. “Fashionably late, as always.” 
“As always.”
“Look out!” 
Damien turned, knife in hand, and swung it in a hard, blind arc. The knife connected with the soft tissue of a neck. Hot blood spilled out over his arm, shoulders, chest, and face, and then he saw; it was Lily. A sound escaped his mouth that was neither a scream nor a choked cry, but somewhere in between. His body went cold, he dropped the knife, and then screamed.
Lily fell to her knees and collapsed into a heap. As the blood pooled beneath her, Damien could almost see past the elongated teeth and the green glow of her eyes. He knelt beside her, as did Frank, and he ran his fingers through her hair. Her cheek was black and burned, her neck was open, and her blood was spilling onto the floor.
“I’m sorry, Lily,” he said. “I’m so sorry.” 
“Lily?” Frank asked from above. “No… that couldn’t have been Lily.” 
“I can save her,” Damien said, reaching for her face with his hands. 
Frank grabbed his shoulders and wrestled with him. “No!” he said, “That’s not Lily! It isn’t her, Damien!” 
Lily convulsed as the last of her lifeblood trickled out of her throat, and then she stopped moving entirely. Damien screamed, tears fell from Frank’s eyes, but both men knew it wasn’t her. It had looked like her, sounded like her, and acted like her—and now Damien had killed her. But it wasn’t his sister. 
“She was a fake,” Damien said, swallowing the pain. He wiped a tear from his cheek, succeeded only in smearing blood all over himself instead, and stood. 
“Where’s… where’s Amber?” Frank asked, his voice shaky.
The two men scanned the dwindling chaos unfolding around them. The werewolves had made short work of the hooded men, and the spider-people on the ceiling were only a loud, terrifying distraction and no real threat. Damien had wondered who they were and if they, maybe, could have been saved, but they may have just been forgeries made by Linezka’s hand. Like Lily. Amber, however, was nowhere to be seen—neither was Linezka or the werewolf she was fighting. 
He grabbed the knife he had used to kill Lily, dashed across what little open space there was, clambered over fallen pews, and raced around the altar. There was a hallway in the back, between the racks of candles, and he could hear the sounds of a struggle coming from beyond it. 
“There!” he said, and Frank followed him in.
His heart was pounding, his chest burning with pain, and his legs already pushed past the point of exhaustion, but he kept going as fast as he could until he arrived at a large circular chamber. There, in the center of it, bathed in the glow of a shaft of light, Linezka was doing battle with a large wolf whose red fur looked silver beneath the light. He saw Aaron on the ground, in his human form—bleeding and shaking—and he wanted to run to him and help, but the fury of claws looked too perilous for him or Frank to navigate safely.
So he watched, looking for an opening, a moment to strike. Amber clawed at Linezka’s face with her right hand. Linezka ducked, anticipating the blow, and slashed Amber across the side with her claws leaving a deep bloody gash in her fur. Amber roared, leapt away from Linezka, and took her human form again. Her hair was matted with blood, there were cuts along her face and arms, but her eyes were full of feral zeal—the fight was very much in her still.
“Hey, bitch!” Damien said. 
Linezka turned to face him, and in a heartbeat Amber closed the distance between herself and the devil’s whore and took her down and pinned her to the floor. Damien tossed the knife across the room and Amber caught it, and in a single quick movement, screamed as she plunged it into Linezka’s chest. She twisted the blade, pulled it out, and then reached into the cavity with her hand to retrieve the black heart inside. Then she tossed into the center of the room, into the shaft of light, where it sizzled and burned until all that was left was ash. 
A mass of blackness rose from Linezka’s corpse, writhing and screeching, and for a moment Damien felt bad for it. The pain, the anger, the hate, it must have been unbearable, but that’s what one gets when they flirt with the devil. When the thing of darkness rose through the shaft of light and disappeared, it was as if the entire chamber seemed to brighten. As if a new day had dawned.
Amber stood, staggered a few shaky feet, then fell to her knees and began to weep and laugh at the same time. 
It was done. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 29
 
 
Three days later.
 
His dreams had been intense the first 24 hours following his escape from Linezka’s blasphemous church. He could still sometimes hear the distant chorus of possessed mad men and women, speaking in tongues, in reverse, and in veneration of their dark lord and savior. These were memories Damien knew he would carry for the rest of his life, like scars on his psyche which were just as painful to look at as the one on his chest. 
It would heal, but nothing would ever be the same. 
He had lost his sister, had almost lost his mind and his friends, and now he was about to lose the one girl he truly loved. Part of him believed Linezka had been right when she told him all he had lost was for nothing, that his struggles and his pain had been pointless and futile. Then again, Linezka was a liar—a selfish liar—and Damien knew better than to trust the word of a snake. At least, he did now. 
His duffel bag, with a large number of clothes inside, was almost packed when a stray thought crossed his mind. Natalie. Somehow, in his inner struggle between following Amber to Las Vegas or going back to San Francisco and trying to make a normal life for himself, he had forgotten to think about Natalie. Or maybe he had thought about her too much? This wasn’t a conscious thing, though. Damien’s reason for wanting to go back to the home of the Golden Gate Bridge hadn’t been because of a girl—at least not on the outside— but here she was, in his mind, the spider at the center of the web of his thoughts. 
He plucked his phone from off the nightstand and looked around inside his contacts until he found Natalie’s name and number. All he had to do was tap on the string of numbers on the screen and he would be seconds away from talking to her. What would I say, he thought, what would she say when she saw me? It had been a long time since they had spoken, much less seen each other. Would he even recognize her? Would she recognize him? Did she have a boyfriend? A husband? 
There was a knock at the door and it swung open before he could answer it. Jackal was there wearing her aviators, a form-fitting white tank top that exposed her belly button, and a pair of dark blue jeans. Her leather jacket was in her hand, as were her riding gloves. She was getting ready to leave. 
“Come in,” Damien said.
“Yeah, I figured that,” she said. “Going someplace?” 
Damien took in a deep breath through his nose and nodded. “San Francisco,” he said, putting his phone down and shoving more shirts into his duffel bag. His laptop would go in next. “Thinking of cutting myself a normal job, live a normal life for a while.” 
“Normal is overrated and you know it.”
“Have you tried it?” 
“All I’ve ever known my whole life is how to be a wolf. The thrill, the trials, and the secrets are all normal.” 
“Didn’t you ever want to do something else?” 
“Why would I run from what I am?” she asked, shrugging her shoulders. “Why should you?” 
“I’m not running,” Damien said. He closed the bag and looked at her.
“Seems an awful lot like running.”
He shook his head, looked at the window, and then turned his head to Jackal again. She had put her jacket and gloves on the bed and approached. 
“Look,” she said, “I’ve been trying to get a read off you since we met, really trying my ass off; but I can’t.” 
“That’s gotta be frustrating.” 
“You have no idea. It’s also what turns me on about you the most, next to that big ol’ scar of yours. But the point is, I’ve watched you enough to paint a decent picture of who you are right here,” she said, tapping the left side of her chest. “You’re the guy who does what’s right by others before he does what’s right for himself. Sometimes that lands you in trouble, but at least your heart’s in the right place. And let me tell you; it’s not in San Francisco.”
“You’re talking about Amber?” 
She shook her head. “Amber’s the one who got away. We’ve all got one, even me. His name’s Jack and he was the coolest guy I ever knew. But I drove him away, and now I’ll never get him back.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“No, don’t be sorry. Jack had to leave for me to be able to learn what… what love feels like.” Damien cocked an eyebrow. Jackal approached, pointed a finger at his face, and said “You ever tell anyone I’ve used that word and I’ll rip you apart.” 
Damien’s hands went up. “I won’t say anything,” he said.
“Good,” Jackal said, removing her finger from his face. “What I’m trying to tell you is that Amber helped you see what love is. Helped you understand it. And I know the pain is tough to deal with, but running away from her isn’t the answer. She needs you as much as you need her. I promise you that.”
“And how do you know?” 
“Because I’m a pack animal, and I recognize other pack animals when I see them. You like companionship from people who understand you. Who’s gonna understand you better than she does?” 
“She has Aaron and Frank. Amber doesn’t need me.” 
Jackal pressed her lips into a thin line, removed her glasses, and then lunged at Damien. In one quick move she wrapped her hand around the back of his neck and kissed him. It took a moment for him to react, but when he felt the warmth of her mouth against his, her fingers in his hair, her breasts against his chest, his body screamed with delight and mutual passion. 
She separated herself from him and stared into his eyes, her blue against his hazel, locked in a battle of wills. Whose resolve would outlast the other? They weren’t fighting over resolve; they were fighting over a decision. In that instant of silence, as they stood with tingling lips and hanging breaths, Damien thought. 
“What is it you want from me?” he asked. 
“What do you think?” 
“You… want me to come with you?” 
“Figured that out all by yourself, huh?” 
“But… why? Why me?” 
Jackal’s full red lips parted just the tiniest bit, and she smiled. “I think I’m just a sucker for the tall, dark, and handsome type. You deserve a sexy werewolf’s attention as much as Amber does.” 
“I have your attention?” he asked, smiling. 
“You do. Somehow. But I’m a fickle butterfly, Damien Colt. You’re gonna have to work hard to keep it.” 
She wrapped both arms around his neck and smiled at him. Damien thought about what she had just said, then he reached for his phone, unlocked it to find Natalie’s contact card staring up at him, and with Jackal watching, he deleted the number. Whether this had been the right decision or not remained to be seen, and while nothing was certain—his living arrangements, his occupational or relationship status— Damien was ready to throw himself into the unknown. 
Because no matter how much he tried to convince himself that San Francisco was the safe bet, and that the safe bet was what he really wanted, Damien Colt had lived through too much to settle for normal.
 
***
 
Downstairs, Francis Petersen—a name that was rarely ever spoken and only referred to in legal documents—was digging through Amber’s home library for any books he may want to take with him. He had left his phone on the coffee table playing songs by the Killers—a Las Vegas band—, he was rummaging through old tomes on religion, mythology, and demonology, and he was smoking a long cigarette while he did it.
Amber would want these books at some point and so would he, but what he really didn’t want was the house’s new owners to look at the books and wonder what kind of weirdo had previously owned the house. Of course, the house didn’t have any new owners—not yet. It hadn’t even been set up for sale. But the ‘For Sale’ sign wasn’t far from the lawn now that Aaron and Amber were moving to Vegas. 
She wouldn’t want to keep it after all the things she’d gone through there, and her parents had no use for it. 
Frank pulled a large, leather-bound book from the bookshelf. An account of true Demonic Possessions, by Father Francis Flannigan. “Frank Flannigan,” he said aloud. “There’s a tongue-twister for you.”
He heard a thump, and the sound stole his attention. Frank scanned the room, though the sound had come from below—from where his feet were. When his eyes pitched down, he saw the little thing staring back at him from the carpet. Frank set the book down on the table next to his phone, knelt, and took the charm in his hand. Warm to the touch, heavier than it ought to have been, and possessed of its own static current, Frank recognized it as the very same pentacle he had given Damien. 
The same pentacle Amber had smashed to pieces. 
He set the cigarette down in his ashtray, thumbed the pendant with his fingers, and closed his eyes. “Are you in there?” he asked. 
The demon had kept its end of the bargain—it had allowed Amber a moment to contain its power and use it to destroy Linezka, and then it had relinquished its hold on her when the fight was done. Now the pentacle, the thing that had served as the demon’s reliquary for a very long time, was whole again and in his fingers. Frank had no doubt the demon had used a measure of Amber’s power to repair itself and come here, and that only meant—
“YES,” said a voice in the back of Frank’s mind. It was like nails on a chalkboard, like a metal fork scratching against a ceramic plate. Frank winced, but then regained himself. “NOW HONOR OUR AGREEMENT.” 
Frank stood, swallowed, and traced the pentacle’s lines with his thumb and forefinger. He looked at the window, at the ground outside—the soil—and considered burying it, going back on his deal and forsaking a part of himself he knew he was better off without. Having a creature of vice around one’s neck made one predisposed toward, well, vices; but the demon was also a great source of power and insight. One Frank didn’t know he would be able to go without. 
Once a hunter of demons, always a hunter of demons.
He took a deep breath and slipped the necklace around his neck, letting the charm rest on his chest. Something heavy and awful reached from the pentacle into Frank and wrapped itself around his soul. He likened the feeling to someone grabbing his arm—a single arm—with the intent being to follow them wherever they went and, on occasion, get them to go where it wanted them to go. 
He knew he had lost ground to the demon inside the charm, but no one had come out of this ordeal unscathed. Frank was no exception. He would live out the rest of his days with this thing attached to him like a Siamese twin, and maybe one day he would come to another crossroads where he would need to decide whether to rid himself of it once and for all, forsaking the edge given to him by the demon’s power, or allow it to take him fully and go where the wind went. 
But that was a bridge he would cross another day. 
Frank picked the book up from off the table, dusted the cover off, and smiled. He remembered sitting in the cabin one morning, staring at a ram’s head skull on the table and catching a stray psychic thought, one of Damien’s. What happens to Frank he had said, and Frank had considered it in the context of Damien’s own thoughts; Amber and Aaron would marry one day, maybe, Damien would move somewhere to live a normal life—then immediately regret making that choice—and Frank—
“What happens to Frank when this is all over?” he asked, taking a final toke of his cigarette. “Frank does Las Vegas, baby.” 
 
***
 
The sounds of hammering floated out of Amber’s garage. Aaron had replaced the windshield on the van—,which had been amorously named the mystery machine—,with his uncle’s help, but he still had an innumerable number of dents to hammer out of the vehicle’s body and he figured it would be best to get them out before making the trip down to Vegas. Aaron had his own car and Jackal had her bike, but Frank would need to drive the van and Aaron didn’t want to hear any complaints about the state of the vehicle. 
When he heard a bike come grumbling into the drive, poked his head out from under the front seat and sat up. 
Marcus, a tall and imposing man with a cascade of lush blonde hair falling over his shoulders and back and tattoo covered arms, stepped off the Harley and removed his helmet. He approached, and not wanting to show any sign of hesitation, Aaron stood, dropped the hammer on the seat, and walked up to greet the man he called his father.
“Looks like she’s in good shape again,” Marcus said, referring to the state of the van. Last time he had seen it, the thing had a huge crack in the windshield and looked like the product of a meteor shower’s attack on the surface of the moon.
Aaron nodded. “Yeah, I think so too,” he said.
“How are your wounds?” 
“Better. They stung for about a day or two but I’m over the worst of it.” 
“Silver’s a bitch.” 
“Yeah, tell me about it.” 
Marcus took a beat, a breath. “Listen, son,” he said, “I just wanted to tell you that I’m proud of the way you’ve handled things up here, and that you’re doing the right thing by coming with us to Nevada.” 
Aaron nodded. “It’s what you wanted.” 
“What I wanted for you. You need to be around your own kind, learning from us, running with us. It’s what’s right.” 
“Maybe. But you had no right to hang your help over my head the way you did.” 
“I’m sorry, son. I just needed you to agree. I was always going to help.” 
“Yeah, sure.” Aaron turned and grabbed the hammer again. 
“The pack’s looking forward to having you,” Marcus said, “They’re ready to accept you as their new beta.” 
Beta? Aaron’s chest began to burn, and angry heat rose into his throat. He contained it and turned to face his father. “You already have a beta,” he said.
“Jackal’s gonna step down. You’re the right choice. You’re a Cooper, and I know I’m growing long in the tooth. When I’m done I need you at the head of this pack, leading them like I have.” 
“What happens to Jackal?” 
“She can be your Beta once you take over.”
“You know she won’t take it lying down.” 
“Probably not, but that’s where I expect my new Beta to put her in line.” 
Aaron smiled and swapped the hammer from hand to hand. “You know,” he said, “If she heard you talking like this about her she’d be kicking your ass.” 
Marcus said nothing, but his face suggested he’d misjudged what Aaron had just said as some kind of joke.
“I’m gonna go down with you to Vegas,” Aaron said, “And I’m going to join your pack, Amber too. She’s a wolf now and she needs to learn from the rest of us, but she has no delusions about what her place is—she knows she has to earn it. But you had better start taking Jackal seriously, because when push comes to shove those are the wolves you want at your side protecting you. If she gets wind you tried to sell her short, she will challenge you, and she will beat you, and then you’ll have no choice but to expose your throat to her. You ready for that?” 
“Are you threatening me? That’s not a good way to start a relationship.” 
“I think it’s the best way,” Aaron said, “Puts us on level terms, lets us both know what kind of shit is in the air.” 
Aaron approached again, and Marcus backed up a step.
“I’m going to Vegas to start a life with my wife, not to lead a pack of wolves. And when the time comes that Jackal takes her rightful place as Alpha, I’ll be the Beta backing up her play.” 
Marcus stood in stunned silence, with only the wind whispering through the trees beyond the open garage front door. He blinked, and then he nodded. “I’m… sorry, son,” he said, “I think I needed to hear that.”
Aaron nodded and his anger receded. “It’s okay,” he said, “But things are gonna change. I’m going to make sure of that.” 
“You’ve grown up to be a remarkable young man,” Marcus said, “I’m sorry I wasn’t a part of that.”
“I’ve put the past behind me. Behind us. You can be a part of my future.” 
Marcus approached, hugged his son, and breathed deep. Aaron returned the embrace, patting his father on the back of his leather vest. Amber was coming with him to run with a pack of wolves in Las Vegas, and he needed to set an example for her and for any other female wolf out there who felt like she was being looked down upon or held back from her true potential just because she was a woman.
One step at a time, he was going to change all of werewolf culture.
 
***
 
It had been about a month since I had last stepped into the small bookstore on Rosella Avenue. Maybe longer than a month, but no more than two. And yet, it seemed to me as I walked around inside that a lifetime had passed. It was almost comical to think about how much could happen to a person in such a small amount of time. Enough to skew one’s perspective; that much was certain.
I dropped my backpack by the register and took a key out of my pocket. The key opened a drawer beneath the register which held a small safe inside. Within the safe there were papers; legal documents pertaining to the bookstore, the deed to the store itself, and a number of other smaller things that I would have to take with me for safe keeping. James, the owner of the store, would need to be told his employees were leaving the nest, and I anticipated he would want me to keep the valuable stuff on my person until we could figure the details out. 
Given that I didn’t know where he was, or what country he was in from one day to the next, I couldn’t exactly overnight them to him.
So I put the box on the counter, opened it, and checked the papers to make sure none of them had been misplaced. That was a lie, though. In truth, I just wanted to see Eliza’s name written on paper somewhere. I had thought about her a lot since my most recent near-brush with death. Maybe losing Collette stirred those feelings up, or maybe my yearning for the past had, but the end result was the same. 
James would need someone like Eliza to run this store. She was diligent, passionate, and hard-working. More so than me. I glanced across to the aisles and could still see her mounted atop a step-ladder, dusting the tops of the shelves in her steel-capped black boots, black leggings, and a pink tutu. The memory brought a smile to my lips, but then my stomach went cold. 
My eyes feverishly scanned the papers as my throat worked, bouncing up and down as I tried to figure out what in the world was going on. James’ name wasn’t anywhere on the legal documents belonging to the bookstore. The deed, the property license, the correspondences—letters sent back and forth, to and from James—they had been… changed somehow. Instead of James’ name listed as the owner of the bookstore, it was mine.
Amber Lee.
I tucked my hair over my ears and went through the papers one by one, reading and re-reading them until the message sank in. It wasn’t an illusion or a trick of the eye. This was real. The bookstore belonged to me, and the only mention of James was that of a previous owner who had transferred ownership of the store to me some two years ago. 
“Holy shit,” I said, unable to keep the thought in my own head. 
Then I heard a thud. 
Immediately I perked up, my heart in my throat. At first I thought something had struck the window—a bird? Gods no—but then I realized the sound had come from inside somewhere. In the back. Down the aisles. I could feel my stomach twisting and that familiar cold feeling creeping into my heart, succeeding in its quest to drive me from a place of calm into one where anxiety reigns. 
I looked at the front door, then at the aisles; and then I made my move.
“Hello?” I asked as I walked around the register desk, past the little seating area, and down the farthest aisle. But there was no one to reply to me, no one waiting in the back. Instead, what I found was a downed book. 
It must have fallen off the shelf and landed on its side; probably what caused the thud I had just heard. It hit me that I had been here before, stalking the aisles of the bookstore looking for the ghost that liked to move things around. My humble beginnings. But as I approached and thought about all the things that had led me here, the nostalgia, and what I had just learned—I’m a business owner?—I wondered. 
Is Raven’s Glen trying to keep me here?
I didn’t have to look at the book to know it was Jules Verne’s 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea. My hand shook as I went to pick it up as a flood of doubt came rushing from the past like water out of a broken pipe. Was I making the right choice by leaving? Was I being told to stay? The book was cold to the touch. Too cold. Handling it sent prickles racing up my arm, but I opened the book anyway and had a look inside. There, on the first page, I found a message.
 
"Take some of the past with you and never forget, ma cherie. I will see you again in the afterlife." – Collette
 
Tears spilled forth unbidden, streaming down my cheeks, meeting at my chin, and dripping onto the page. I closed the book, wiped my face, and held the book close to my chest. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t feel Collette’s presence, hadn’t felt her enter or leave, but I knew it was her. Somehow I knew, with no remaining doubts, that Collette was okay. 
I didn’t know if Linezka had lied to me about Collette’s fate and the fate of all other Necromancers that pass, or if my actions had put Collette to rest. Maybe the truth straddled the line between both of those ideas. But Collette had come here and done this, written in this book, to deliver a clear message to me. Death is only temporary, change is necessary, and leaving was the right thing. I would see her again in the afterlife.
The doorbell tinkled and stole my attention. When I turned around, the book still close to my chest, I spied my mother entering the bookstore. She walked around for a moment, her eyes flitting from place to place, and then smiled. 
“So this is where you’ve been working?” she asked.
I wiped my eyes and walked toward my mother. “Yeah,” I said, “My home away from home.” 
“I can see why you like it.” 
“I loved it here. So peaceful and calm. And all the books I could want.” 
“It’s perfect,” she said, and she hugged me. “Making a withdrawal before we leave?” she asked when she noticed the book.
“Something like that,” I said.
“It’s good. A great choice for our trip to Nevada.” 
I nodded. “Are you all set to come with us?” 
“Aaron’s finished with the van. Frank is going to bring it down here and get us. If we leave now and traffic is good, we may make it just in time to pick your father and Corey up from the airport tonight.” 
“I’m so glad you’re coming with us. And that dad is coming down from New York with Corey.” 
“After all that’s just happened, we could do with a little closeness, don’t you think?” 
“Yeah, you’re right. I have to tell him what’s happened, too. I don’t want to live with any secrets.” 
She shook her head. “Secrets tear a family apart. Your father may have more zealously buried the past than I did, but he knew what the past was. He can handle your story.” 
“Okay,” I said. “Do you mind waiting outside for Frank to get here with the van? I’ve got one more thing I want to do before I leave this place.” 
“Sure thing, sweetheart,” she said, and she kissed me on the forehead before leaving me alone in the bookstore. 
I wasn’t sure if I would ever come back here. Maybe it was too early for me to think like that, but moving to Vegas was definitely something I needed to do. When Aaron told me about the deal he had struck with his father, I wasn’t angry at him. I knew he had done what he needed to do for the good of all of us, that this would be harder on him than it would be on me, and that he would need my support more than ever. 
A change of scenery was exactly what I needed, but it was as Collette had said in the message she left me. 
Take some of the past with you.
I pulled my phone out of my pocket, dialed a number I had come to know even better than my own and waited. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. There was a click, a pause, and a familiar voice said “You’ve got a lot of nerve calling this number, Amber Lee.” 
A smile lit my face up like it was the fourth of July. “Eliza,” I said, “Can you talk for a second? I, uh… I have a lot to tell you.” 
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Dear Reader,
 
First of all, I’d like to thank you for reading the final book in my debut series. Many writers don’t understand or sometimes lose track of the immense commitment we ask our readers. Give us some of your dollars and your time? It’s a lot to ask, and while it wouldn’t be possible for you to spend the time reading if you didn’t drop a couple of dollars for the chance—thus making the act of buying books necessary—I feel it’s important to acknowledge both the fact that you’ve actually bought my books (thank you) and you’ve read this far (thank you!).
Secondly, I thought I would tell you a little bit about what I’ve learned about the world of writing and publishing during the last year and a half. It’s been a rocky road. I’ve made a lot of mistakes and had a few successes. This series started off as a small nugget of an idea with very loose outlines. That was a mistake to begin with, but I didn’t know any better. It’s a common mistake for a writer to think that they can read, therefore they can write. Not so. I may have known how to paint a picture, but I knew little about story construction and how to keep a good pace – and you’ll have read that yourself, and seen it in a number of reviews. I’ve grown, though – and any progress is good progress, right?
I know now what I have to do in order to write better stories, I know how to get my books in front of people, and I’m looking forward to using all of the new skills I’ve developed in the coming year(s) to entertain my readers, make them think, and give them feels. It takes a certain kind of individual to become a successful Indie writer and businessperson, and with readers like you at my back—readers who stick with writers who maybe aren’t at the top of their game because they haven’t gotten a chance to get there yet—I know I’ll get where I want to go.
So the next time you get an email from one of the writers you follow letting you know he or she has a new book out, go and get it. If it’s on sale, great. If it isn’t, get it anyway and read it later. The best thing you can do for any writer you enjoy is buy their work, even at full price. There are many of us out there who are working hard to make sure they write good stories, stories that’ll last, writers who aren’t just trying to make a quick few bucks. Some of us just need a little attention and a little faith that we’ll get there.
Anyway, I would love to tell you about what lies ahead for Katerina Martinez (what books I’m going to be writing, what series, with what characters), and I’m going to. But first I would love it if you took a second to leave a review of this book wherever it is you found it. Reviews help me get more attention, which in turn helps me find more readers, which allows me to write better books for you!
So what’s next?
Well, the future is always changing so I can’t tell you for certain what’s in the cards in terms of book titles and concepts. However, I’ve learned that I love writing books which have a little bit of a sharp edge could cut yourself on if you aren’t careful. Thrillers, horror, and anything with a paranormal twist (vampires, werewolves, witches, and other—weirder creatures). That kind of thing. I write long, arching series which follow the same characters over the course of a number of books, meaning that they should be read in order to maintain consistency. I like to put my protagonists through the mud and make my antagonists seem real and visceral. And I also really enjoy throwing strong romantic elements into my stories. Drama, tension, and conflict of the most relatable kind, in a world where vampires exist and people can do magic, comes from relationships, doesn’t it?
I don’t believe in happily ever after, though, or in people who don’t cheat, can do no wrong, and exist only for the betterment of their love interest. True relationships are rocky and difficult. Trust is tough to earn, but easily destroyed. Love can exist in the strangest of places and endure all kinds of stormy weather, but it can also collapse like a house of cards if the foundation isn’t strong enough. I don’t have to tell you this, though; this is something you just know as a human being who has had relationships. But it’s important you hear this from me instead of from someone else. This book did end happily (happily for now), as did this story as a whole, but everyone lost something to get to the end; sacrifices were made, lives were lost, futures were left uncertain, and scars were inflicted upon body and psyche. Other stories may not end so well or so neatly.
If you’re ready for that, if this is what you want, then stick with me; I promise I’ll take care of you.
Anyway, that’s it for now I think. If you’ve read this far, please take a moment to write to me at author@katerinamartinez.com. I personally reply to every email I get and love talking to the people who have read my books. I also have a Reader’s Group email list you can sign up to if you like, if you haven’t already signed up, that I would love for you to join so that we can stay in touch. Click here to go and sign up and remember to select “The Dark Within” on the registration form when it asks what book you signed up through (it really helps me to know where my readers have come from). I have some special goodies for you if you sign up, so go ahead and do that now!
Here’s the link one more time.
So again, thank you very much for reading (and buying) this book. I really hope you enjoyed it. Drop me an email, say hi, let me know what you thought of the book (or the series in general) and let’s get talking about books and TV shows and all those kinds of awesome things!
 
Sincerely,
Katerina Martinez
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