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Chapter 1

I was always the kind of girl who believed in
magic, no matter what. I never listened when the other kids said
Santa wasn't real and I clapped as hard as I could every time Peter
Pan asked me to. When all the other kids stopped seeing faeries in
the flowers or believing in the things that hide under your bed, I
kept my faith quietly.

On a cold day like today I was happy I hadn’t
forgotten that magic was real. It was freezing outside and the
heaters in the minivan weren’t great. I clapped my hands together,
rubbing them frantically until I felt the spark of heat erupt
between my palms. I pulled my hands apart slowly, my fingers
pulling as if through taffy as the ball of heat began to glow a
faint orange, steam already lifting from it. I concentrated on the
ball of heat as the interior of the van quickly started to get
warmer.

I am an Earth Elemental; my magic speaks to
the dirt, plants and animals. I’ve always been able to tap into the
other three elements so I can try little experiments like these
without draining too much energy. My mother told me that I was born
in the middle of an earthquake. The labor was hot and fast, the
hospital shaking the entire time, but as soon as I cried for the
first time the quake subsided.

My vision went soft and fuzzy as I
concentrated on the ball of warmth floating between my hands.
"Hey!" Jodi said as she opened the door of my mom’s crappy minivan.
The ball of heat and energy disappeared with an audible pop when I
jumped. I felt my ears plug with the sudden backlash of magic. I
tried not to get angry with myself for forgetting my surroundings;
the spell had warmed the interior of the minivan sufficiently so I
was happy for that. Jodi and our friend Steven looked disgruntled
as they climbed inside, their breaths coming out in white clouds
from the October morning.

Maybe it’s the six to seven months of perfect
weather southern California affords us that once the thermometer
hits fifty eight or lower we become the world’s biggest babies.
Usually I enjoyed the cold and wet, but this month had brought with
it a sudden and strange change in the weather. It should still be
relatively warm outside.

Jodi settled into the front passenger seat
while Steven climbed in back. He reached between us and switched
the radio from CD to FM, cutting off my Godsmack CD. "Oh help
yourself, I wasn’t listening to that anyway," I said.

"I know," he said flashing me a smile and
fell back into his seat. I rolled my eyes but knew it wasn’t worth
the argument. Putting the van into gear I drove us over to the high
school.

The warning bell shrilled overhead as we
entered the hall. We all broke up as soon as first period started.
Jodi was off to Chemistry Advance Placement, desperately trying to
hold on to her B- while Steven and I headed for Home Economics, our
easy A+ of the semester. I saw a shadow cross her face as Jodi
continued down the walkway when we started to turn into our class
and I shook my head. "I don’t get why she didn’t just take regular
Chem. with us and get a damn A."

"Oh honey, you know she revels in trying to
do something better than you," Steven said dismissively as we
walked into the warm Home Ec room and found our seats at the back
table. My mind started to drift off as soon as Mrs. Price started
fussing over the ingredients in today's oatmeal raisin cookies.
Ugh, two things that shouldn’t be in cookies.

I let Steven do most of the work since I was
so easily distracted today. I stood by with a wooden spoon and
stirred each time Steven said to. I knew the reason I couldn’t keep
my focus was because I was hardly sleeping. Every night this week I
had the same very vivid nightmare that I couldn’t get past it
the next day. I was in a forest composed of mostly shrubbery and
thin, tall trees, no bigger around than two hands. The forest floor
was covered in fallen leaves and twigs. All the animals had gone
silent and it was the middle of the night with a full moon
somewhere overhead, the only light that illuminated the hidden
floor beneath my running feet.

I was running for my life. The bushes and
branches were tearing at the skin of my arms and catching on my
jeans. I ran harder than I ever thought I could. Fire seared my
lungs. The cramps in my sides were only moments from crippling me
but I had to keep going. Whatever it was behind me was still coming
and I needed to get to safety, wherever that was.

The bell rang startling me for the second
time that day. I nearly dropped the whisk I was holding, going
bright red in the face at how close I'd come to yelping in
fright.

"Dude, what is with you?" Steven
whispered in a hiss as he passed me my backpack.

"Sorry, I'm kinda tired. Not been sleeping
too well this week."

"What else is new?" He smirked at me.

"Yeah, right. C'mon let's catch Fae before
French and make sure she's ok." Fae was our personal nickname for
Jodi; it was short for Faery, one of the creatures of Air, her
element. Jodi had been born in her grandparent’s basement in the
middle of a tornado. They had thought about naming her Dorothy for
the first week of her life, thank God they changed their minds. We
were already waiting for Jodi by the time she made her way out of
the class, books clutched to her chest, eyes downcast and having
lost some of the little color she had.

"Hey Fae, how was class?" I reached out and
took Jodi's hand, interlacing our fingers as we walked, opening the
channel between us and started pumping comfort into her; she
afforded me a soft smile. I had inherited my great-grandmother’s
empathetic gifts that helped me ease people’s pain. I often
wondered how many other people in my family had magical abilities.
It might reveal just how many I possess.

"Thanks," she whispered. "Hey Flamer, you
finish last night’s homework for French?" She asked Steve, changing
the subject.

"Damnit! For the last time, it’s Pyro, not
Flamer." As angry as he tried to be, Steven always sounded more
like he was whining than anything else.

"It’s not Flamer but it's definitely not
Pyro. It’s Drake and that's final." I had very little
patience when I only had three hours sleep. I felt the magic
rippling out of me and watched Steven’s face contort, glaring at me
indignantly but his anger was fading under my power.

"Aw c'mon Terra!” Steven whined. Terra was my
name because I was Earth, mother and the North.

"No,” I said flatly. “It’s disrespectful to
what we do."

"Ugh. But Drake? That’s so normal," he
whined. “It’s a totally normal name.”

"Maybe if you did your homework you'd
appreciate it more, Drake." I pulled Jodi along with me,
directing us to French class before we were late.

"What do you mean?" Steven asked as he
hurried to catch up with us.

"Drake is another word for Dragon, dumbass,"
Jodi explained as we stepped into the classroom. Steven was Fire,
south. And dragons, though outside our circles were commonly
believed to be mythical creatures, were familiars to the Fire
element. When Steven’s mother was eight months pregnant with him
she was trapped in a house fire. She managed to escape on her own,
the fire never touching her; she always said it was Steven who
protected her because as soon as she made it outside her water
broke.

"Oh." His mouth formed a perfect 'O' as he
slid into his seat behind me. Jodi took the chair in front of me in
the row closest to the door.

We had decided to give each other names that
were saved only for us to better embrace our roles in our elements,
almost like alter egos. It became easier to put yourself in a
different frame of mind when performing our magics. Kind of like
how people behave better in their Sunday best than when in torn
jeans and sneakers.

Most of French passed in another unexciting
blur until Steven slid his hand forward on his desk and I felt the
very tips of his fingers press against my left shoulder blade.
I slid my left hand forward as well, touching Jodi and
inviting her into the channel. 

Are we still casting tonight?
Steven’s thoughts filtered into our minds as if he had whispered
them into our ears. We developed this ability early on when we
started working magic together as a group. I wasn’t sure how it
happened but I had a feeling it had to do with me being an Empath
and the three of us being so closely linked together, like triplets
separated at birth.

No, I checked the lunar cycle and
Saturday will be marginally better and I'll take any extra help we
can get. I replied while watching Madame
Beaumont write today’s verb conjugation on the white board at the
front of the class.

Did you finish the spell? Jodi's
thoughts always sounded yellow to me. I didn’t know if that was
because it was a power color for her element or if it was just my
imagination.

Yeah, it's kinda long, but Angel magic
always takes a little longer with the extra prayers we
need.

Angel? So no elemental magic?
Steven’s red thoughts spiked a bright orange. Being brought up
Catholic and discovering you had magical powers tended to wage war
with your moral center. Magic mixing with angels seemed like a
hedonistic concept to a good little altar boy. Most people don’t
understand angels just like they don’t understand magic; there was
nothing unnatural about either and most people don’t realize how
eager most angels are to help us, all you have to do is ask.

Well, we're asking for help... it felt
more appropriate. Fae, the answer is "Où est l'ambassade
américaine?" They always forgot to keep their ears open when
we communicated like this. We broke the channel and Jodi answered
the teacher quickly, who looked a little disappointed that she
hadn’t caught someone not paying attention.

We were casting this weekend, calling on our
guardian angels to help us watch over our friend Tracy who was in a
very abusive relationship. It was as difficult to watch as an
after-school special. Her boyfriend, Nick, was careful to only ever
bruise her stomach and back. I was tired of absorbing her pain
through our English and History classes and decided to do
something about it whether she liked it or not.

After French, Jodi and I stopped at my locker
to trade out books. Just as Steven passed us he let his hand brush
my forearm, Mike, was all he had time to say. I closed my
eyes and sighed, shaking my head behind my locker door.

"What?" Jodi furrowed her brow at me, knowing
she'd been left out of the channel.

"Mike," I hissed through my teeth, my jaw
clenching.

"Hey Shay! You left this in my car last
night," Mike was nothing more than a grin, stretch over his face so
wide there wasn’t room for any other features. He held out my
jacket, looking like a puppy pleased at having fetched the
right stick.

"Oh... um... thanks," I said weakly.

Last night? Bright yellow thoughts
burst into my mind.

"I was wondering what you were doing
tonight?" Mike asked hesitantly.

"Why, don’t you have a game?" I asked as I
tossed my jacket into my locker. I watched his freckled cheeks grow
a faint pink.

"Yeah, well I just wanted to know if you were
going... ‘cause I thought you could wear my away jersey." Pink
became red as he held out the jersey to me and I didn’t
automatically reach for it. "It... if... um... if you wear a jersey
you get in free you know..." He trailed off lamely.

"Oh, yeah, I know, I just don’t know if I'm
going tonight or not."

"Oh."

Dude he looks like he just watched you
kick a puppy. Jodi’s teasing voice came
in my mind.

Shut up, I
hissed at her.

"Listen, I'll think about it." I tried to
smile in a way I hoped was encouraging. He was a nice enough boy,
but totally not my type. I had never had the chance to reject a guy
before. It was a little awkward.

"Ok, cool, here take it anyway just in case
you decide to." He pressed the jersey in my hands before I could
wave him off and leaned down to press a kiss to my cheek. "Besides,
even if you don’t, it’s not like there's anyone else I’d want to
wear it," he whispered to me, hoping to exclude Jodi from that
moment. As her fingers lingered on my back, hidden by my bag
hanging on one shoulder, she could hear everything as clearly as I
did. He gave me an impish smile before turning and leaving. I fell
back against the lockers with a heavy sigh, closing my eyes again;
they burned from lack of sleep.

"Well?" Jodi had shifted away from me and had
all her weight on her left leg, cocking her hip to the side and
crossed her arms over her chest.

"What?" I slammed my locker shut, shifted the
weight of my bag on my shoulder and started to storm away.

"What do you mean, ‘what?’ Why don’t I know
about last night? When did you cave? I thought you didn’t like
him?" Her speech increased like machine gun fire as she hurried to
keep up with me.

"You didn’t know about last night because
there's nothing to know. He called; I was bored so I said yes to
coffee. And it’s not that I don’t like him, I just... I don’t know.
He’s vanilla, yanno?" I wasn’t looking at her as we waded through
the throng of students all pushing in different directions for
classes until I found the right hallway and led our way to
class.

"Vanilla? What're you talking about, there
are plenty of girls who would love to sample his flavor," she
grinned as we walked into the class, freeing us of the mass of
students.

"Gross, dude," I rolled my eyes as I nearly
threw my bag down on the table we shared. This was a good class to
have a private conversation in. The teacher always placed ten
problems on the board that we were to copy down and solve while he
read his newspaper at his desk across the room. He was only two
years away from retirement.

"So are you dating then?"

"Do I sound like a girl with a new
boyfriend?"

"Well no... But wait, I thought you said you
were working on the spell last
night? What the hell?" She said the words with her yellow
voice.

"Couldn’t sleep." I took a deep breath as I
started in on the first problem.

“Again?” Jodi asked, easing her tone now and
I shrugged in response.

"I had just finished the last lines to dispel
the circle at the end and he called, I knew I wasn’t going to sleep
anytime soon, and I figured why not? I mean I can’t keep rejecting
him if I don’t know him. We went to Starbucks, had a really boring
conversation for about an hour. I told him I was tired so he took
me home and then I finished the spell. End of story. Juicy
huh?"

"How was the conversation boring?"

"Dude... he's a football player and that's
it. That’s all he's got, there ain't nothing else in there,” I said
with an edge to my voice. “I was hoping maybe he was misunderstood
or something, or you know, didn’t feel like he could be himself
around the fellas and he'd magically be substantial when you gave
him a chance."

"And? X equals negative three not positive."
Jodi corrected me. I suck at math.

"And, nothing,” I said as I added the
negative sign. “He hates to read, doesn’t know how I do it. Hates
school, doesn’t know why we have so many honors classes. Loves to
play ball and loves to watch it on the weekends.” I made a face
like I had just sucked on a lemon.

"Ah... disappointing,” Jodi said as she
nodded her understanding, "Vanilla."

"Right," I said and Jodi let the subject lie
for the rest of class. After class we split up; she left for band
and I for Chem. It was my least favorite class and today was going
to be worse. When the tardy bell sounded over the speaker and
Steven hadn’t joined me I knew he wasn’t coming to class, leaving
me with no distraction at all to get through the hour. I
concentrated on each little task to keep myself from constantly
checking the clock, which only ever made classes go slower.

Lunch was a blessed break from the monotonous
day. We found Steven lying out on a patch of grass where we usually
spent lunch on decent days. Now that the chill in the air had let
up being outside wasn’t so bad. And with the extra heat Steven let
off, we didn’t have anything to complain about. I let my bag fall
to the ground with relief. Jodi sat to lean against the tree; her
legs stretched out in front of her and crossed at the ankles as she
pulled out an apple from her bag. I sat Indian style forming a
triangle out of the three of us. I closed my eyes and set my hands
on the ground on either side of me with my fingers splayed. I took
a deep, satisfying breath of autumn air that tasted more of winter
even though it was so early in the season. I ground and centered
myself, pulling energy up into me to help get through the last few
hours. I knew I was going to need a nap tonight before we went out
if I was going to be any kind of company.

I could see Jodi's yellow energy to my left
and Steven's fading red to orange to my right, but I was only
vaguely aware of them in my blissful oblivion. My fingers melted
into the soft earth, my hands disappeared into the grass up to my
wrists. I could feel the water that nourished the earth snake up my
arms and swirl through my veins as my small pulse found the deep
rhythm of the Earth’s. All too soon, a breeze stirred in the air
that shouldn’t be there and it lifted the ends of my auburn hair
and tickled my face. Jodi was trying to get my attention.

"What?" I asked quietly as I slowly,
reluctantly came back to myself, blinking as I opened my eyes.

"Ten minutes."

"Huh?" I began extracting my hands from the
ground, the grass tickling my wrists as it retreated down my
skin.

"You've been out for ten minutes.
That’s the limit at school, remember?" Jodi had already
finished her apple and was half way through a turkey sandwich.

"Damn... it goes by so fast here." I pulled
my bag over to me and retrieved a soda that was still cold and
savored the sparkly sugar as it coursed quickly through my
system.

"Hey, what did Mike want?" Steven propped
himself up on his elbows to look at us.

"Oh, to ask if I'd wear his jersey to the
game tonight."

"When is that boy gonna give up?" Steven
snickered as he stole my soda and took a long drink.

"Maybe when Shay actually turns him down for
late night coffee," Jodi said with a sly smile. That caused the
rest of lunch to be spent dragging me through a boring
interrogation and the two of them discussing Mike in full detail,
from freckles to football.

The warning bell came all too early and the
three of us gathered our things to trek across campus for
fifth hour electives and then found each other again
in English class which went by in a blur. The first twenty
minutes were devoted to elective reading and the rest we broke up
into groups to finish our work on next week’s presentations. I
pulled my desk away, making Jodi and Steven follow me. I had to put
some distance been me and Tracy; her stomach hurt, which meant so
did mine. It wasn’t a big difference but it helped me get through
class.

"So are you going to the game tonight?" Jodi
asked as we walked out to my mom's minivan two hours later when
history was finally over. I was more than a little drained due to
my close proximity to Tracy during History. If she wasn’t wincing
from the pain when she reached for something, then her depression
and stress were biting at my skin.

"Of course,” I said.

“I wasn’t sure after your conversation with
Mike.”

“That was just to get away from him,” I said,
waving a hand in the air. “We wouldn’t make you endure it alone.
Just make sure you’re at the top of the cheer section this time."
Jodi had no choice about going to the games since she was
unforgivably in the band and was forced to play at all the
games.

I dropped them both off at Jodi's house.
Steven only lived one block over but he always helped Jodi with her
parade make-up before a game.

"Hey, call me at six and make sure I'm awake
ok, Flamer?" I called to Steven through the passenger door
window.

"Bitch!" He called back over his
shoulder but I could hear the smile in the word as they made
their way up Jodi's front walk.

I made it home, pulled the van into the
driveway, and practically crawled my way to my room. I could feel
all the life drain out of me, knowing my bed wasn’t far away. I
think I was asleep before I even hit the pillow, shoes and jacket
still on.

I was immediately engulfed in a swirl of
green and faded yellow as I sped through the forest. There was a
cold sweat on my forehead and my shirt clung to my back even though
it was an unseasonably cold night. I lost my footing momentarily
and slid on some loose dirt and rocks, coming down on my left knee.
My fingers clawed at the ground as I struggled to regain my footing
and make up for the precious few seconds I had just lost myself. I
felt it behind me gaining speed at the sound of my fumble.

I swore to myself as I finally thrusted from
the ground and pushed past the cramps tearing the muscle from my
abdomen. I knew what I was looking for was close but in the dimmed
moonlight I felt the pressure of the forest walls cutting off my
peripheral vision. The root of one of the infrequent trees rose up
just three inches from the earth and hooked my toe. My body went
rigid with momentum and I fell face down into the fallen leaves, my
arms outstretched trying in vain to catch anything to save
me.

All the breath I had left in me was pushed
out as I hit the ground hard. Dazed, I was aware of the taste of
moist dirt in my mouth and twigs poking me through my shirt. My
foot throbbed in pain and I shook my head to try to get my
bearings. A cold gust of air blew over me and I knew it was near
and closing the distance between us with every wasted second. I
struggled to free my foot, feeling the root twist and take hold of
my ankle, pulling me into a tangle and refusing to let go. I looked
up at the tree it belonged to with a plea on my lips but before I
could do or say anything I felt a cold tendril wrap around my
shoulder, claws digging into my skin and I began to scream.

"Shay! Shay! Wake up!" My mother shook me
aggressively. I woke with a start, realizing that I really was
screaming, and apparently crying. I felt the cold wetness on my
cheeks and took in deep gratifying breaths. "Honey, are you
ok?"

"What?"

"Honey, are you ok?” My mom repeated, her
brown eyes wide with worry. I was shaking and couldn’t think of
anything to say. “Sweetie it was just a nightmare, you're ok.” She
knelt on the bed, brushing my hair away from my face.

“Mom?” I managed, my voice harsh.

“Yes, baby, you’re ok. Just breathe.” I took
a moment to concentrate on my breathing like she said, slowing the
rate of my heart. “That’s better. Do you want to tell me about
it?”

“No, I mean, I don’t really remember it.”

“Are you ok now?”

“Yeah, I’m fine, sorry I scared you.”

“It’s ok, honey. Here, Steven's on the phone,
he said you wouldn’t answer your cell." She handed me the house
phone with a worried look still creasing her brow.

"Oh, thanks," I took the phone with an
amazingly steady hand.

"Are you sure you're ok?"

"Yeah mom, just a nightmare." I waved her out
of my room and pressed the phone to my ear. "Hey Steven."

"Babe, you ok? I could hear you screaming
through the phone." He sounded genuinely worried.

"Yeah, I'm fine. What's up?"

"Babe, its six, remember?"

"No..." I looked at my clock and saw the red
numbers glaring back at me.

"The game?" He asked slowly.

"Oh right. Yeah, I'll be there in like
forty-five." I hung up and turned to look at the mirror. Angry red
tear streaks marked my face. Any color I had was gone and my eyes
were swollen and bloodshot. I took one more breath and pushed off
of my bed and winced. "What the hell?" I pulled at the collar of my
shirt and saw four ragged angry welts on my shoulder.


Chapter 2

I took the full forty-five minutes to scrub
the red streaks from my face and make something close to acceptable
of my hair. After quickly changing out of the sweat drenched
clothing I had fallen asleep in I dashed out the door to pick up a
very impatient Steven who was waiting outside his house, foot in
full tap motion. He climbed in, ready to give me a verbal thrashing
but stopped short at seeing the circles under my eyes.

"Whoa Shay, babe, you look awful."

"Thanks," I said flatly as we pulled away
from the curb and I tried to hurry as fast as the van would allow,
knowing any hope of a decent parking space was all but lost at this
point. At least leaving would be easy. There’s always a silver
lining.

"No, Shay, what is wrong?" He was
trying to search my face in the flashing lights of the street
lights as we passed under them.

"Just tired," I said, waving his concern
away. I didn’t know why I wasn’t telling him and Jodi about the
dream. Probably because I was determined to think of it as that,
just a dream. Just thinking of explaining it out loud gave me an
ominous, sinking feeling in my stomach. Until tonight I hadn’t put
much stock into it

"Well, we have to do something about your
face before we get there." 

"We're already late, Steven."

"Babe, we can’t know where we're sitting – I
mean standing – until the squads and band get into the bleachers
anyway." He had a point. I heard him digging through the messenger
bag he always carried with him. He pulled out a make-up case, armed
and ready to attack me when I parked.

Once parked I turned and surrendered my face,
knowing resistance was futile. He dabbed concealer into the dark
areas around my eyes, his chin tilted up slightly, reaching blindly
with his free hand for eye brightener. "I know it would kill Jodi
if you ever started wearing make-up regularly, but with just a few
key elements you would really be a knock out. Not that you aren’t
already beautiful, but I mean you’d be like insane if you did."

"What do you mean it would kill Jodi?" I
blinked trying to concentrate on not sneezing in Steven's face.

"Sweetie, you're much prettier than her
without any help, even with all that make-up she wears. If you
started wearing make-up to really draw out all of your features she
just might hate you." I glanced at Steven, looking for something in
his face to tell me he was just kidding. I could taste the truth of
his words on the back of my tongue and my stomach clenched when I
realized he was serious.

I started tracing the short curls of his dark
hair with my eyes to distract myself. Steven’s hair grew faster
than most people’s so one week it would be short enough to spike
and then the next it would be curling softly as it was now. It was
too dim inside the van to see the natural highlights that the sun
always caught, showing shades of honey and amber.

If Steven hadn’t been gay he would’ve been
beating the girls off of him. As it was he had plenty of offers
anyway. He was tall and lean and he carried a casual confidence
born from the years of love and acceptance Jodi and I provided that
he didn’t always get at home. And under all the trendy outfits he
hid lean, practical muscle that made you feel safe in a dark
parking lot.

"Why do you always have mine and Jodi’s
shades of make-up with you anyway?" I switched the subject,
uncomfortable with the idea that our friendship hung by such
uncertain strings.

"For. Just. Such. An. Emergency." He stopped
on each word as he examined my face after one last brush of
mascara. He nodded, seeming happy with what he was looking at.
"Ok, I think your hair is fine. Kinda has that tousled not
quite sex hair look to it."

"Oh gee, just what I was going for." I rolled
my eyes and hopped out to make the long walk to the
stadium. We walked through the bleachers just as the band and
squads were settling into their designated section that we called
The Cheer Section. Steven and I ducked under the railing and
squeezed in next to Jodi. A couple of the girls near us squealed
and hugged Steven tightly.

"You guys were cutting it close," Jodi said
to me over the roar of the crowd as our team took the
field.

"Passed out after school, picked Flamer up
late, and had to hike a mile to get here." I saw her look at my
face critically for a moment, not really listening to me. I tried
to push away the thought that Steven had planted in my head that
she wasn’t happy to see me made up. Steven was forcing me to
realize that because I was a girl and he was not I was always going
to be in a one-sided competition with Jodi. I envied that he would
never have to deal with this. Magical abilities or not, we were
still teenagers.

"Jodi!" Steven squealed, reaching over me to
hug her. "I have a change of clothes for you in my bag."

"I love you!" They flashed matching smiles at
each other as the crowd roared and the game was underway. Jodi had
to pay attention at that point to keep up with the chanting they
were required to yell in so-called “school spirit”. I grabbed
Steven by the arm, spun him around to get to his bag, and pulled
out my emergency novel. Fully planning on sitting down to be hidden
in the standing mob of The Cheer Section, I was stopped short when
Steven nudged me.

"What?"

"Mike’s looking for you,” Steven said,
nodding towards the field below. My head snapped up involuntarily
and I saw his lean, tall figure facing towards us, his head turning
slowly as he scanned the stands. I sat down so fast even I thought
I'd fallen for a second. "What're you doing?" Steven asked, looking
down at me.

"I want to read. Besides, how do you know
he's looking for me?" Steven was bending down to hear me.

"Who else would he be looking for? Hey, why
didn’t you wear the jersey, you could've gotten us in for
free!"

"You did get in for free, I paid for you!
Besides, I don’t want to give the poor boy false hope."

"Please honey, even if you don’t want to wear
his pin you could at least pass some time with him." He gave me a
wicked grin and winked at me before I put my hand in his face and
pushed him away.

The game passed in a series of screams,
cheers, and groans. Somebody won, I was told, but I was more
interested in getting the hell out of the parking lot before the
team had the chance to leave the locker room. I didn’t want to
chance running into Mike and be expected to congratulate or comfort
him. I wasn’t sure which would be worse.

"Oh shit, hold on, my flute!" Jodi broke away
from us half-way to my van when she spotted her mother's car and
dashed over to stash her instrument in the car. I was gripping
Steven’s sleeve, twisting the fabric tightly in my impatience to
get away as I watched Jodi have a small argument with her mother
while pointing at us.

You think she's telling her she can’t go
with us tonight? Steven thought at
me.

I hope not. We've got to get to The Oak,
Ash and Thorn before they close for the night.
The Oak, Ash and Thorn was the local
metaphysical supply store we shopped at and the last thing I wanted
to do was be there on a Saturday, it would be
packed.

Aw, but there's a party!

There's always a party. And it'll still
be going by the time the store is closed anyway. Oh, good, here she
comes. Jodi jogged over to us quickly.

"Sorry. She wanted me to come home and visit
with the grandparents."

"You sure that's ok?" I looked over her
shoulder at her mom.

"Oh yeah, I pointed out that I was home
earlier and that I'd be home most of the day tomorrow."

"Cool, then let’s go!" I grabbed her with my
free hand and pulled them relentlessly to the van since I’d seen
the first few players appearing in the parking lot.

We made it to the store with only fifteen
minutes left before closing. Luckily I knew the manager behind the
counter and smiled at Deb with a quick wave. She winked at us and
went back to helping convince a couple of girls that a little
jasmine oil would go a lot farther with their crushes than any
potion they were looking for. Steven laughed openly at the exchange
and we hurried to the back of the store where the real merchandise
was.

"What're we getting?" Jodi was poking through
the crystal baskets on glass selves.

"Um, we're out of pink and white candles...
and I think I'd like some sage. Oh and you know actually, Steven?"
I stood on my toes looking for him through the shelves.

"Yeah?" He stood up, having bent over to grab
the sage for me.

"Go ask Deb for some of that jasmine oil
she's already got out, I think that'll be a nice touch." I gathered
a few other items including a perfectly carved and polished rose
quartz heart out from under Jodi's nose.

"Rose quartz heart, jasmine oil, pink
candles? C'mon aren’t we getting a little cliché here?" Jodi eyed
me skeptically.

"Hey, some things are cliché for a reason.
Besides, Tracy needs true, affectionate love to convince herself
there is someone better out there than Nick, otherwise she's never
gonna leave him."

"We're doing a love spell?! Are you
kidding?!" Jodi asked in a very accusatory voice. The term “love
spell” was as bad as "black magic" in our circles.

"No! Of course not!” I said quickly. “We'd
need a person to do that, you know that. We're just looking to find
that one guy that actually loves her to help move the pieces closer
together so she'll see there's better out there. Tracy’s convinced
herself that any boyfriend is better than being alone. If there’s
no one worth breaking up for she wont leave him."

"Oh, ok cool." Jodi visibly relaxed and
started browsing again.

"Hey kids!" Deb came around the corner with
her usual bright aura that was almost visible even to the untrained
eye.

"Hey Deb," I reached out and hugged her
before she stared taking our items for us to hold at the counter
until we were ready to pay.

“Hm, rose quartz, pink candles,” Deb
muttered, looking at our items before glancing over to Steven at
the counter. “And jasmine oil? Shay, Jodi, you’re not doing what I
think you are, are you?”

“It’s not a love spell,” I said, my voice
barely in check. “It’s a banishing and calling,” I explained
through clenched teeth but Deb relaxed as quickly as Jodi did so I
let my frustration go.

"Oh, good, need any help?" Deb asked.

"Just some good vibes tomorrow night, say
around nine o’clock?" I looked at her hopefully.

"Oh sure doll, no problem." I'd take any help
I could get, no matter how small the help was. "I'll go ahead and
charge the crystal for you, if you want?"

"Yeah, all the good vibes we can get, go for
it."

 

We ended up at that party Steven was so
desperate to get to, and after twenty minutes I was horribly
reminded of the fact that I just never seemed to fit in with most
people my age. I always ended up feeling like the chaperon. A
sixteen-year-old chaperon. Now that’s cool.

There were so many bodies inside the house
that the heat started to get to me. The hormones were prickling at
the small of my back and the vague sense of competition,
testosterone, and estrogen were swirling in my belly. A cold sweat
broke out along my hairline. The room was tilting slightly to the
left. I pressed myself against a wall to stay steady until Jodi
ordered me to go home an hour later, promising they'd found rides
home.

"Besides, you need a good night’s sleep
before tomorrow night. Take some Nyquil and knock out when you get
home and don’t get up until noon. Promise?" She squeezed my hand as
Steven leaned to give me a kiss on the cheek.

"I'll try." I tried to smile but I was sure
it looked more like a grimace.

Hurry, Mike just walked in and he's
looking around. Red thoughts. That was Steven, pressing his
fingers into both our palms. 

Crap! I looked around for a
different exit since he was so close to the front door.

Here, we'll play interference. Jodi
grabbed a hold of Steven's hand and dragged him straight over to
Mike, talking animatedly to him, almost too quickly for him to
follow. I dashed out the door right behind him. The cold air was as
refreshing as a cold drink on a summer day. Not wanting to chance
my luck, I didn’t take the time to fully appreciate it but quickly
raced towards my van.

We'd gotten here later than normal and I was
forced to park around the corner. I reached out and felt
the shields I always had up around me, finding no weak spots, and
breathed a little easier as I rounded the corner. Nearing my van I
heard a girl’s muffled cry and stopped dead. Eyes wide, trying to
take in every sliver of light available, I scanned the street.
Straining to catch any other sounds, I was careful not to even
breathe. I still had that underwater feeling in my ears from the
noise inside the party and the sudden quiet of outside.

Eternity passed in the few moments before I
heard another soft sob a few cars ahead of me. I walked slowly, not
sure which car the noise came from, reaching out with
every ounce of empathy I had and three feet from a large midnight
blue F-150 I heard a familiar echo of pain and pulled my energy
back into myself. Anger colored the edges of my vision as I marched
up to Nick's truck, a birthday gift for his sixteenth birthday from
his over indulgent parents almost two years ago. We all joked that
it was also an apology for shortchanging him on the genetic code
and helping to compensate for what he lacked physically.

"Nick, baby, please! My stomach hurts so
much." I heard Tracy's pathetic pleads coming from the back of the
extended cab, wishing with all my might I had something more lethal
on me than just pepper spray. Tomorrow night can’t come soon
enough, I thought to myself as I planted my feet shoulder-width
apart, feeling my way past the concrete sidewalk down to the bare
earth beneath. I drew up the energy I needed, balled up my fist,
and banged harshly on the truck door.

"What the fuck?" I heard Nick's angry words
and they seeped into my ears like poison. I tried not to gag at the
thought of him polluting me. I saw his dark shape through the
tinted window as he pulled up and away from Tracy and turned,
reaching for the door handle. As soon as it was unlocked I reached
up and yanked it open, causing him to come tumbling out, crashing
on his shoulder on the sidewalk. "Sunnovabitch!" He spit the swear
out with a snarl.

"Hey Trace! There you are! We were looking
for you at the party," I said bright and loud as I stomped on
Nick's inner thigh and reached into the truck, grabbing
Tracy by the ankle. I pulled her sliding across the seat and out,
catching her waist as her feet hit the ground.

"Shay? What’s going on?" She looked like a
mouse caught in a corner by a large cat. Her shirt was undone and
in disarray and the button and zipper of her jeans were pulled
apart. I caught a glimpse of the bruises I had been suffering
through with her and tried not to stare and embarrass her. They
were much worse than I had imagined.

"Oh nothing, just people were asking about
you and wondering where you'd gotten off to." I kept hold of her
wrist as I stepped backwards, stomping on Nick's stomach this time,
helping her with my free hand to straighten and close her clothing.
He cursed again and beat the sidewalk with his fist before finally
pushing himself up. I pulled Tracy behind me, shielding as much of
her as I could, which wasn’t difficult given how tiny she was.

"Just what the fuck are you doing, you stupid
bitch?" His breath reeked of stale beer and cheep weed. My stomach
flipped as it hit my face.

"Just looking for Tracy. People were asking.
Wouldn’t want people looking for her, would you, Nick? You know,
asking questions, if she went missing or got hurt." I
double checked my energy lines and projected as much feeling as I
could at him, trying to fill him with rejection and fear and the
sense of flight. I hoped if he felt creeped out enough he would
just turn and run, thinking I was a freak; it didn’t matter to me
what he thought of me. But in his drunken state he took the
feelings and allowed his need to overcompensate blind him, feeling
challenged instead of scared. I felt this channeled back at me
through my own projection. Damnit. Stupid jock. He took a
clumsy step towards me.

"Tracy, get in the goddamn truck. Now!" He
found his confidence quickly and yelled at her. Tracy jumped as if
just his words would inflict more bruises.

"No!" I cried out as he moved quicker than I
thought he could. In one motion he was stepping towards me and
reaching one hand to push me out of the way, grabbing at Tracy with
the other. All pretenses aside I drove all my energy down in one
angry spiral and felt the tremors flying back up at me. The ground
shook, sudden and violent, the sidewalk cracked and crumbled
beneath Nick's feet. I turned, wrapping my arm around Tracy's waist
and running into the nearest front yard, re-centering and grounding
myself almost instantaneously. Without the barrier of concrete it
was much easier to do.

Nick faltered and tripped over his own feet
trying to get away from the crumbling sidewalk. As he fell, I
closed my eyes and reached for the energy lines that were
still shaking. I pumped more energy into them causing a second
violent episode and the small crack opened five inches. Nick came
down, shoulder first again, landing awkwardly in the crack. Under
the rumbling of the ground I felt the snap of his clavicle and I
smiled to myself, reaching down and thanking the Earth and
pulling my energy lines back into myself. The rumbling stopped.

"Oh my God," I heard Tracy whisper through
the fingers she had pressed over he mouth, her eyes so wide they
seemed to take up half her face. "Do you think he's hurt?"

"One can only hope," I muttered and Tracy
looked at me, tears welling in her eyes. "Sorry. Um, have you been
drinking?"

"No." She couldn’t seem to speak in anything
more than a whisper and two fat tears spilled over and down her
cheeks.

"Well, yeah, I think he's hurt," we could
hear his curses by now, "and he's had quite a few," she nodded
dumbly at me, "so you should get him to a hospital." She nodded
again and scurried away, reaching to help Nick as much as she could
to stand back up and get into the truck. She was so tiny, barely
five foot one and all of a hundred pounds, maybe. And here was
this jerk-off, over six feet tall and probably well over two
hundred pounds abusing her. I guess it takes a big guy like
that to beat up such a tiny girl. 

I pressed my lips together in a tight line,
trying with all my might not to wince as she did when she bent
over, putting more pressure on her old and new bruises or when he
draped his meaty arm over her battered shoulders. I waited until he
was finally in the passenger seat and she scurried around, climbing
up into the driver’s seat before stepping off the yard and back
onto the sidewalk. I waited there, just outside of a pool of light
from a street light, watching Nick through the window, my eyes
narrowing. In my mind I was already reciting the binding and
banishing of him.

I knew as I watched Tracy pull hesitantly
away from the curb and drive down the street that, being only
seventeen, the hospital would insist on calling Nick's parents. I
hoped with his obvious level of intoxication, even golden boy Nick
wouldn’t escape a well-deserved grounding. That would buy us a
little extra time to find Mr. Right for Tiny Tracy. I sighed
heavily when I lost sight of the truck’s rear lights. I knew he had
been hitting her, for all of her lame excuses and denials, but I
had no idea that he might be raping her. It seemed even ungifted
girls learn to build walls around something like that, hoping to
hide it and keep some dignity. Well Trace, at least tonight you
don’t have to put out.

 


The next morning I'd woken up feeling a
little better than I had yesterday since I took some Melatonin and
passed out to some late night T.V., satisfied that I had given
Tracy one of the better Friday nights she'd had in months. I knew I
had dreamed but luckily the drug induced haze left me with only
memories of blurred green and yellow and slivery light rather than
specific details.

I drank my coffee slowly, savoring the
flavor, allowing myself time to wake up. The house was totally
quiet, my parents having taken off for the day to go the Indian
Casino about two hours away. The house was colder than usual, with
a slight bite in the air, letting me use my robe for the first time
in almost a year.

I took my time getting ready, taking a long
hot shower and eating a huge lunch, not sure if I’d have time later
for dinner. My mom called at some point to let me know they were
doing well at the casino so they’d be staying for the rest of the
day and probably have dinner there. When I reminded her I’d be out
tonight, she sounded strangely disappointed but didn’t press the
issue. I was in a hurry to get off the phone and prep my supplies
for tonight.

When I was a kid my dad built me a tree house
in our backyard. Much to their surprise I still used it frequently,
mostly as a cache for our casting supplies. I scurried up the tree
and through the trap door with my bag from The Oak, Ash and Thorn
clamped in my teeth. After latching the trap door I took a deep
satisfying breath, smiling to myself and exhaling in a sigh. My dad
had taken care not to damage the tree by not cutting down the
branches and building around them, allowing thick branches inside
the space, giving it an earthy smell. I pushed open the huge window
he’d built into the south-facing wall that opened to a view of a
large orange orchard.

I set to work charging the candles and
crystal I bought last night and left them sitting on the window
sill to absorb the sun’s energy. I turned to cleansing my pentagram
and my sacrificial knife – an athame – I pulled from a chest I kept
up there. Although I was by nature a control freak, I did trust the
other two to do this work just as well as I would do it, but I was
the only one out of the three of us with a decent hiding place for
our tools.

Jodi would have to hide them under her bed or
in a dresser drawer where she ran the risk of her sisters finding
them when they went in to steal clothes. As for Steven, his mother
still frequently cleaned where she wasn’t wanted and picked up his
laundry and put it away for him, which completely ruled him out. We
could handle blackmailing siblings but not a freaked-out Catholic
mom who still chose to pretend Steven was just going through a
phase rather than admit he was actually gay. After a little over an
hour my cell phone went off loudly, shattering my peaceful
reverie.

“Hey, Steven.” I answered absentmindedly as I
polished the blade of the athame.

“Hey! Did. You. Hear?” He was punctuating his
words again, he had juicy gossip. I could practically hear him
salivating.

“Probably not. What?”

“Nick Braver!” he breathed. I smiled,
silently congratulating myself.

“What about him?” I tried to ask lightly.

“Oh you witch! You do know!” His voice rose
excitedly.

“Know what?” I asked.

“Ooooh you did it didn’t you?”

“What? Steven, spill!”

“Well he’s telling everyone that he was
mugged last night when he and Tracy left the party and was beaten
up so bad that they broke his collarbone.” He was bursting to
laugh. “But the funny thing is you’d think he’d have some bruises
or a black eye maybe or even a fat lip, but just the collarbone.
That’s weird, right?” He was fishing.

“Absolutely bizarre.”

“Shay!” I could feel the red in his
voice.

“What?” He was silent, waiting for me to
spill this time. “Oh fine,” I conceded. “Remember when I left?”

“Yeah?” His voice took on a hungry tone.

“Close your mouth. Anyway, I heard Tracy
begging him to leave her alone in his truck, so I simply… separated
them.” I packed all our necessary items into a backpack and slung
it over my shoulder.

“And just accidentally broke a bone?”

“Can I help it if he was literally falling
down drunk?”

“Fine, but you’re telling me and Jodi
everything later. Swear!”

“Fine.”

“Hey, want dinner before? My treat.”

“Yeah, I’ll pick you and Jodi up at, what,
seven?”

“Yeah.”

“’Kay, call Jodi for me.” I hung up and
shoved my phone back into my back pocket and shimmied back down the
tree.

 


Dinner was at a rundown café on Main St. with
a decent comfort food menu at cheap prices. Despite the nine hours
of sleep I’d managed to get, that didn’t make up for the missed
sleep over the course of the week so I threw back my fair share of
cream and sugar coffee while we ate. I knew when Steven called Jodi
after speaking to me this afternoon our dinner conversation was
going to be comprised totally of my recounting, detail for detail,
what happened between me and Nick last night. I was careful to give
them too many details so they wouldn’t hound me about it and
recounted the whole five-minute episode that somehow took ten times
as long to describe.

“So I told Tracy to take the jerk-off to the
hospital.” I shrugged as I finished the tale and signaled the
waitress with my coffee cup for a refill.

“Wow. I don’t think I’ve ever been able to
call on my energy that easily.” Jodi stared at me wide eyed after
the waitress scurried away.

“Easily? Are you kidding? I was exhausted.” I
shook my head at her and took another sip of my extra cream and
sugar coffee. “And remember, earth can be more tangible than air.
It’s easier to summon up the faith that its there for the
taking.”

“Still though, that’s pretty impressive,”
Steven agreed with Jodi.

“I wasn’t trying to be impressive.” I was
glowering and I knew it.

“No, I mean that you were able to do that
without Tracy realizing what was going on. She’s been insisting
there was a freak earthquake last night.”

“What?!” I spilled some of my coffee, burning
my hand and coughing on the sip I was in the middle of taking.

“Calm down!” Jodi hissed at me, shoving
napkins at me. “She hasn’t even mentioned you were there. People
just think Nick tripped and fell on that crack you made and that
Tracy’s trying to make something up to help him save face for being
so clumsy.”

“Oh. And people are buying that?” I
asked.

“Obviously, no one’s gone to check out her
story. They’re really just brushing her off.” Steven shrugged at
that last part. “But no one really believes he was mugged, I mean
look how big he is!”

“Hmmm…. Oh well, can’t ask for much more than
that.” I wadded up the ruined napkins and shoved them to the end of
the table. “So, how high was Prince Charming’s B.A.C.? Is he
grounded for life? Kicked off the team? What?”

“Actually no,” Jodi sighed, rolling her eyes
to the ceiling and holding them there for a moment. “I guess Tracy
did like you told her to do but his mom was so upset about his
clavicle that they didn’t really even pay attention to the fact
that he was obviously drunk and stoned.”

“Are you freaking kidding me!” I lost control
of my voice and startled the waitress behind the counter. I shot
her an apologetic look before whispering back at Jodi and Steven,
“Nothing? He’s off scot-free?”

“Pretty much babe.” Steven shrugged again,
shoveling the last few bites of his strawberry shortcake into his
mouth. I sat there fuming for a few quiet moments, gripping my
coffee cup until I felt the ceramic start to shake under the
pressure and set it down carefully.

“That is utter bullshit.” They both nodded
slowly at me. “Well then I’m glad I included a binding and
banishing on that creep in the spell tonight. Maybe when Mr. Right
shows up to sweep Tracy off her feet it’ll be in a way that
humiliates Nick.”

“Terra…” Steven gave me a warning tone with
one raised eyebrow, using my elemental name for emphasis; we all
knew once you started casting for revenge it was a slippery slope
that many people couldn’t recover from. You’d find yourself asking
for things you knew you shouldn’t, even for personal gain, which
just opened a flood gate for karma to bite you in the ass down the
road.

“I know! I know!” I sighed; flustered with
the rules we were all careful to follow, even if it was tempting
not to. I drummed my fingers on the tabletop for a moment, counting
to ten in my head to give myself time to calm down and then took a
deep breath. “Let’s go, we’ve got a lot of setting up to do. We’re
doing a double circle instead of just a single tonight.” We climbed
out of the booth as Steven threw a few bills down to cover the bill
and tip. We turned to walk out when the waitress came running up to
me holding a Styrofoam box.

"Don’t forget your take out!" She stretched
her arms out, handing me the box.

"Oh, thanks!" I pulled a ten out of my pocket
and handed it to her, the greasy roast beef sandwich and mashed
potatoes with brown gravy felt like they weighed fifteen
pounds.

"So," Steven's head appeared between us once
we were on the road, "is this totally new stuff tonight?" His hand
reached forward to eject my CD again but I was ready for him this
time and slapped his hand away. I held a firm rule about music
before we cast. I had a CD that I burned compiled mostly of new age
and Celtic music. It was the perfect balance to center one's
energy, calm the spirit, and excite the senses, a perfect recipe
for spell casting. Steven pressed his lips together and furrowed
his brow at me but didn’t complain, probably just testing my
resolve on the rule.

"No, not really. Just instead of calling on
The Watchtowers I wanted to call on our guardian angels." Steven
nodded and leaned closer to Jodi to read over her shoulder. She had
dug out my paperwork with tonight’s spell and instructions, trying
to commit the chants to memory, not wanting to have to consult her
notes and distract herself once we were into it. She passed a copy
to him and Steven settled back into his seat to study.

"Hmmm... interesting." Jodi said under her
breath.

"What?" I asked.

"I see you're really asking her guardian
angel for help."

"Yeah, but through a channel we can trust.
Can’t just go asking anything out there to identify itself as her
angel, we'd be asking for a world of trouble."

"No, I like it..." There was a hesitation in
her voice.

"What's wrong?"

"Well, I don’t know my guardian angel." Her
face fell slightly.

"Oh, babe, I know. They'll show themselves to
you, don’t worry."

"I don’t know what to picture in my head
though." Steven was watching me intently through the rearview,
clearly very interested in my explanation, as if as soon as Jodi
had voiced the concern he too felt nervous.

"You don’t have to. You'll know them when you
see them." I emanated confidence and reassurance to them
with my words, feeling them both relax marginally. I allowed
myself a smile and continued down the road, turning to park under
the over pass. We each carried a backpack full of supplies across
the road and onto the sand. We walked quickly and quietly, not
wanting to attract any attention. A short distance away I heard the
gentle humming of old lungs carried back to me on sea salted
air.

"Byron!" I called out into the darkness and
heard the humming stop and the rustle of stiff fabric as a shape
took form in the pale moonlight. As the shape took the form of a
man I heard the rough chuckle rumble from his throat.

"Hello my pretties." I returned Byron's smile
and handed him the take out box from dinner. He took as deep breath
and sighed with pleasure, "Ahhhhhh.... roast beef, my favorite.
Thank you."

"And I brought this for you." Steven handed
him a wool blanket he'd carried out that I hadn't noticed.

"Very kind." He smiled at all of us and
nodded, "Same as last?"

"Yes, but it may be a little longer than
last."

"That’s fine darling. The city installed a
lovely bench by the road. I shall have a sit down with my dinner
and cozy blanket and I'll read by the street lamp." Byron was the
self-proclaimed beach bum of our town. He'd become homeless by
choice, giving up society for good in the 80's when he caught his
wife cheating on him with his brother. He stumbled upon us one
night, nearly breaking our circle, but didn’t ask too many
questions and offered to strike a bargain with us to act as our
look-out on nights we needed to work, all in exchange for the
simple cost of a hot meal. Of course we offered money more than
once, and shelter, but he refused it every time, saying nature
provided all he needed. So instead we'd bring him food and
hand-me-down clothing our fathers were going to donate to
charity.

We set out for the spot on the shoreline we
customarily took. It was partially hidden by a curving of rocks and
the sand was smooth and free of pebbles but large enough to create
a fifteen-foot radius circle. We each set our bags down on the
rocks and quickly stripped our socks and shoes, shivering from the
cold, damp sand. I found the spot to mark as the middle and
extended one arm fully. Jodi grasped my hand, stepping back to
extend both arms and Steven reached for her hand, extending his arm
fully. Carefully I began to rotate on the spot, Jodi and Steven
walking slowly next to me, marking two large circles in the sand
with their feet so we could have clear lines to follow when they
magically drew the protective circles.

Twenty minutes later and both Steven and Jodi
finished their circles, careful to have everyone inside the
inner-circle before Jodi sealed it around us. I had set up our
altar as they drew the protective lines around us, feeling energy
flow strongly around me as I worked. Steven lit the candles.
Closing his eyes and breathing deep he raised his hand to the wicks
and caused them to flame to life. My face glowed with pride. Fire
was one of the more volatile elements to attempt to control.
Because I had the aptitude for all four elements things came easier
to me than to the others, which had made me a makeshift teacher for
them in their elements. So when they were able to show command over
their powers I couldn’t help but feel proud.

We sat then, meditating for a time,
reaching out to each other and interlacing our energies,
pushing it out to the circles around us, strengthening their
shields. We joined hands and I began the prayer, calling all good
energy and light to help us, dispelling any evil or mischievous
entities. I vaguely heard Steven and Jodi near me chanting beneath
my prayers, calling the names of the elements and the power of
three, their twined voices like velvet on my skin.

"We call to our guardian angels to come and
hear us. Aide us this night in search of healing and love for
another."

"Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water,
Fire. By the power of three times three, let it be, let it be.
Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water, Fire."

"We call to our guardian angels to come and
hear us. Aide us this night in search of healing and love for
another. We ask for help banishing an evil, controlling force that
threatens her innocent life."

"Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water,
Fire. By the power of three times three, let it be, let it be.
Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water, Fire." Their voices
were softer now. I held my eyes closed to keep out all distraction.
I heard the ocean pulse nearby, the waves lapping gently against
the packed sand and in the darkness I saw the shimmer of silver
light growing stronger by the moment. I felt Jodi's fingers tighten
around mine, knowing she was seeing a similar vision. It was only
thanks to years of practice that kept her from gasping aloud and
breaking the rhythm of the chant.

"Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water,
Fire. By the power of three times three, let it be, let it be.
Earth, Air, Water, Fire. Earth, Air, Water, Fire." I kept quiet,
summoning the energy I felt beneath me and sending out to
the lights that approached us. I became aware of two others, one on
either side of me and I knew they were drawing closer to Jodi and
Steven respectively. Our deep connection to each other, with the
channel open through our joined hands, allowed me to share this
moment with them as their guardian angels began to take form for
them. I would never truly know what their angels looked like, just
as they would never know what mine looked like, that being a very
private and intimate thing, but I reveled in the joy, knowing I had
helped bring them together.

The breeze that had swirled around us
suddenly stopped and I knew that Jodi was embracing her guardian
angel and had found the power within herself to fully command
the intangible element, shielding us completely, not wanting even a
breath to interrupt this most beloved of meetings. I reached
out and drew my familiar angel to me. He smiled softly, but
with that smile he could light a thousand suns and I felt my throat
tighten and tears spill from behind my eyelids.

He was more beautiful than a full-mooned sky
with a million stars reflected over the sea. He had tousled, golden
hair and rich evergreen eyes that seemed to have the depths of
heaven hidden there. His wings, shimmering black and silver,
wrapped around me, pulling us together into one. And in that moment
I gathered myself and silently sent my plea to him for Tracy's
sake, asking for help to find her guardian angel to keep her safe
from Nick and guide her where her heart belonged.

In an instant it was over. The crisp, moist
air whipped around us suddenly, biting into our cheeks and hands.
We sat in silence for a few more minutes, grasping each other’s
hands tightly and I knew, without looking, they cried with me.

"Thank you..." I almost didn’t hear Jodi's
whisper over the unexpectedly loud waves crashing closer and closer
to us. Steven, beyond words gripped my hand tightly, his silent
gratitude washed over me like heat of a roaring fire on a cold
winter's night. I smiled again.

After we said a prayer of thanks and
dispelled our circles and cleansed the area around us we made the
hike back up to the road, finding Byron still sitting on the bench,
reading a dog-eared copy of A Tale of Two
Cities.

"Ah, all finished then?" He asked brightly as
we approached.

"Yes, thank you Byron, as always, we couldn’t
have done it without you."

"Do you need anything Byron?" Jodi asked,
genuine concern in her eyes.

"No my dear, thank you." We bid him goodnight
and piled into the minivan and I turned us back onto the freeway
and drove quietly and contentedly into the night.

 



Chapter 3

When the three of us walked to my locker
after French on Monday and I pulled my locker door open, a light
purple envelope fell out at my feet. Steven stooped down and picked
it up, tearing it open as he stood up. He pulled out the card
inside with two silver hearts intertwined on the front. He flipped
it open and showed us that inside there was a simple “Thank you”
written in pink ink.

“That’s Tracy’s handwriting,” Jodi commented
almost dismissively as she shoved our French books inside the
locker and pulled out our math books, handing me mine.

“How do you know?” Steven asked.

“I recognize it from her birthday party
invitations.”

“What teenager still hands out birthday party
invitations?” Steven asked incredulously.

“Apparently someone who still sends thank you
cards,” I said as I snatched the card from him and waved it in his
face. “Someone who still has manners.” I tucked the card inside my
math book.

“Hey! Why didn’t I get an invitation?” Steven
pouted.

“Because it was a slumber party for girls.”
Jodi explained as if it was the most obvious thing in the
world.

“So?” He insisted.

“For real girls, Steven!” I said as I grabbed
Jodi’s arm and blew Steven a kiss rushing us to class.

When we walked into class, Jodi grabbed my
arm suddenly, making her thoughts burst into my mind as she
thought, There he is!

What? Who? I thought back. Looking up
I saw a guy at the teacher’s desk taking back a piece of paper and
turning to take an empty seat the teacher indicated with a wave of
his hand. As he turned, his eyes scanning over the room, he stopped
suddenly, as if hit by a wall, and locked eyes with me. He had
fathomless blue eyes. My stomach flipped and I felt my throat
tighten and I had to fight the urge to smile. This was a very
strange feeling, suddenly nervous and self-conscious just because
this boy was looking at me.

Oh no, that’s not him. Phew! But he does
look a lot like him. Maybe twins? Jodi’s “voice” sounded more
like her own again, breaking me from my trance.

Who are you talking about? I demanded,
letting my frustration color my words.

There’s this new guy in my Chem. class.
He’s gorgeous, not that this guy isn’t, but there’s a more chiseled
quality to the other guy’s face. Yeah, twins, must be. I found
it funny how a new student always seemed to carry with them an air
of adventure and excitement.

Hmmm…Wait, what the hell Fae! You’re
dating Jay! I colored my words as darkly as I could. Jodi had a
more wandering eye than most hard up guys. Her boyfriend was a good
friend of mine going back to elementary school.

There’s no harm in looking! She shot
back defensively. Too defensively.

Mmmhmm. Just remember, Jay’s like a little
brother to me, and just because he’s at a different high school, it
wouldn’t make you any less of a slut.

Whoa! That’s too far! Jodi glared at
me.

Not according to what I can see going
through your mind right now, I shot back at her. We glared at
each other, Jodi’s hands forming fists and mine holding onto my
bag. After a few tense moments Jodi finally blinked and looked away
from me. I felt a wash of embarrassment from her; she hadn’t
realized I could see the underlying thoughts in her mind when we
were so closely connected. I couldn’t really blame her though; I
was afraid of being the same way and that more than anything kept
me from committing to a boyfriend. We set to work on today’s
problems in silence. We were just finishing the sixth problem when
I heard the tip of Jodi’s pencil snap.

“Damnit!” She whispered harshly. She turned
in her seat to reach in her bag for a fresh one and turned quickly
back around, touching my wrist lightly, The new guy is staring
at you. This exciting development magically erased all our
earlier tension. Girls learn at a young age not to physically
respond to this kind of information for fear of embarrassing
yourself. So with every ounce of self-control I had, I remained
staring at my paper.

Staring or zoning out and happens to be
looking my way? I asked skeptically, trying to ignore the twist
in my gut. Jodi turned again on the pretext of closing her bag to
take a second look.

Totally looking. And he just realized I
caught him doing it and he looked away really quickly! I tried,
unsuccessfully, not to grin at that – after all he was cute and I
didn’t have a boyfriend. Jodi bent her head over her paper and went
back to working the problems, giving me an un-obstructed view of
the new guy.

He had wavy, chestnut colored hair that was
just a little too long, letting a wayward lock fall forward over
his forehead as he bent to his copy of the problems. He had a
light, creamy complexion that no one would dare call pale. His lips
were full and soft red but not in any way feminine like Steven’s
could sometimes be. He had a narrow, straight nose and dangerously
sharp, high cheekbones. From my first glance I knew he was at least
three or four inches taller than me and I could tell his
lightweight sweater hid a well-muscled chest and arms, but lean,
not meaty. I was aware of an excess of saliva in my mouth and
forced myself to swallow, trying to not blush when I heard Jodi
snicker quietly next to me.

Jodi and I passed our papers to the front of
the row just as the dismissal bell rang shrilly. We quickly shoved
our binders into our bags, pulling the zippers closed and slinging
our bags over our shoulders almost in perfect sync with each other.
We stepped into the aisle and blended in with the other students
making our way to the door. I was trying with all my effort not to
glance around. I had to be careful to keep my face neutral and not
look like I was trying to watch the new guy and at the same time
not look like I was trying not to watch him. It was a delicate
balancing act that girls have been trying to perfect for
generations. Some girls are better at it than others.

Luckily, because he hadn’t been staring at
Jodi during class, she was free to look for him almost as obviously
as she wanted without fear of embarrassment. I saw her glance over
her shoulder so many times it looked like she had some sort of
nervous twitch. Her eyebrows shot up dramatically as she neared the
door and I caught the faintest of nods. She had spied him watching
me again, making his way to the door. As casually as possible, I
grabbed the sleeve of her jacket and shoved her out the door and
rushed away.

“What’s the matter?” Jodi asked, unable to
keep all of the laughter out of her question.

“Be less subtle, Captain Obvious!” I answered
sarcastically.

“Dude, trust me, he was so fixated on you he
would never have noticed me looking, even if I was two inches from
his face.” She glanced passed me and grinned again, skipping off to
class. I didn’t have to wonder what made her suddenly so giddy for
long.

“Who was fixated on you?” Steven’s voice
sounded over my shoulder almost immediately. Damnit, Jodi. I
sighed heavily and turned to face Steven and walk with him to Chem.
I filled him in on the new twins at school, trying very hard to
explain the looks I got in math as a no big deal situation. But,
just like Jodi, he launched into immediate gossip mode and began a
rapid fire of questions ranging from the tilt of his head to the
possible innuendos even the slightest eyebrow arch could mean.

When the bell rang for lunch, we made our way
to the door. Sitting in the last row always made us the last two
out. Steven stepped out before me and I nearly broke my nose as I
crashed into him after he came to an abrupt stop and gasped, eyes
going round.

"Is that him?" He whispered over his
shoulder. I lifted up onto my toes to see over his shoulder and
knew immediately this was the twin that Jodi had seen in her first
class. He was the same height, had the same velvety hair but rather
than lean muscle his shoulders and chest threatened to tear
the seams of his simple black sweater. And the razor sharp nose and
cheekbones I had admired earlier were softer with a slight
roundness to them.

I shook my head and said, "No, that must be
the one that Jodi saw first; he's burlier than the other one."

"Mmmhmm burlier. Now that’s an adjective you
don’t get to use too often." Steven bit down on his lower lip and
let his eyes follow him until he turned the corner and disappeared
from sight. "Mmm! Love to watch him go!"

"Oh. My. God! You are such a cliché!" I
covered my eyes and shook my head.

"Only on Mondays, darling."

We made our way out to our spot at lunch,
Jodi following just a minute behind. Steven reached up and pulled
Jodi down into the grass as soon as she stepped next to him,
launching into a debate about the likelihood of which team Mr.
Muscles played for. I pulled out my copy of the Almanac and tuned
them out as much as I could. I read the same line five times before
I realized I wasn’t taking in a word of it, unable to see past the
image of perfect ocean blue eyes. I finally gave up, throwing the
book back into my bag and nudging Jodi's foot with mine.

"Hey, did you see Tracy in band?" Tracy
played second chair flute.

"Oh yeah." She shook her head sadly, "Nick
walked her to class.” Then she perked up said, “His arm is in a
sling. He won’t be playing for the rest of the year." She perked up
at the end.

"Aw, poor boy," Steven said
sarcastically.

"Seriously though? Nick walked her to class?"
I asked, a little too aggressively.

"Yep. And gave her a kiss good-bye, so I
guess everything’s perfect for them," Jodi said. I fumed quietly,
knowing I shouldn’t expect things to change overnight but sometimes
you just can’t help but hope. "That means we'll probably pass him
on the way to English..." She let the sentence trail off.

"So?" I asked.

"So, maybe we should go first and make sure
the coast is clear?" Steven finished her thought.

"No way. I am not scared of that
Neanderthal!" My voice rose of its own accord. "If he so much as
breathes in my direction, I'll snap his other collarbone and say it
was self-defense." I felt heat rising in my cheeks as I spoke. Jodi
and Steven shared a knowing look and a second later I thought I saw
Steven's hand move away from Jodi's. I had a funny feeling I missed
something.

“Did you give her the crystal?” I asked
trying to ease the tension between us. I didn’t like that they were
worried about me and my tempter.

“Oh yeah!” Jodi’s voice lightened with the
subject change. “She took her jacket off so I dropped the heart on
the floor near her foot at the same time and picked it up and told
her I thought it fell out of her jacket.”

“And she bought that?” Steven asked.

“Well, it’s a pretty trinket, isn’t it? And
Trace is pretty girly. She kinda smiled at it and said thanks and
took it.”Jodi looked proud that her little trick had worked.

“Hey, aren’t you worried she’ll think Nick
slipped it to her?” Steven asked me, nudging my foot with his.

“Not really. It doesn’t matter who she thinks
gave it to her, so long as she keeps it,” I shrugged.

“But say it works, right? And they break up,
and she thinks Nick gave it to her, what if she gets rid of it?” He
pressed.

“So she gets rid of it,” I said dismissively.
“They’ll only break up once the spell is complete and then she
won’t need it anymore.”

“But what if--” Steven started to argue
again.

“What if she gives it back to Nick?” I asked,
anticipating his question. Steven nodded. “Then maybe he’ll say he
never gave that to her and she’ll keep it, thinking it was lucky
Jodi gave it to her or maybe she’ll think she has a secret admirer.
Either way, does it matter? No matter what, it’s a happy
ending.”

“Unless she thinks Jodi’s the secret
admirer,” Steven and I laughed as Jodi rolled her eyes, wadding up
a piece of paper and throwing it at Steven’s head. Just then the
bell rang and we gathered up our stuff. I caught Jodi and Steven
sharing a secret look, knowing that I’d missed something again.

I brooded over the possibilities of running
into Nick all through my Teacher’s Assistant elective before
English, hardly noticing that I gave a paper a B when really it
deserved a C. I wasn’t scared, just full of pent up energy waiting
to be expended. I felt like a ball of wound up springs. After class
I waited for Jodi and Steven to find me instead of heading to class
by myself and meeting them there, knowing that would make them feel
better.

We walked to class in silence; I was
clutching a book to my chest, holding it high and close to my chin.
I couldn’t do anything to relax my face. I felt like a surly
five-year-old but I didn’t care. We came around the corner and saw
Nick leaning over to kiss Tracy good-bye. As he straightened up he
caught sight of me over Tracy's head and I saw his eyes narrow and
his jaw working while he ground his teeth, but he simply finished
saying good-bye to Tracy and walked off to his class. Tracy turned
a confused face in our direction and then her face lit into a smile
when our eyes met. She gave me a little wave and turned to go into
the classroom. If she didn’t want to acknowledge Friday night out
loud, then I wasn’t going to bring it up.

"I think I saw him breathe your way, doll
face," Steven snickered at me.

"Shut up, Flamer," I snapped at Steven. Jodi
laughed loudly; obviously happy the tense moment was diffused so
quickly. As we walked in all three of us were stopped in our tracks
again seeing both twins standing at the teacher's desk. I felt my
stomach flip again and my cheeks grow warm. Gently, but forcefully,
I pushed Jodi forward to remind her to keep walking and we took our
chairs, each in front of the other, just like in French class. The
late bell rang and everyone fell silent. The twins were still
standing by the teacher's desk and Mrs. Grant came to the front of
the room.

"Ok guys, looks like we have two new students
today," she indicated the boys with her right hand. "This is Ian,"
she gestured to Mr. Muscles, "and this is Jensen," she gestured to
the other. I looked at Jensen when she said his name and to my
surprise he was looking across the room, directly at me. My stomach
would never unknot at this rate. Steven sat in front of us in this
class and Jodi behind me. I felt her fingers slide through the ends
of my hair and press into my shoulder blade. Dude... he is
doing it again... she sounded almost in awe.

It almost creeps me out.

Sweetie, take a compliment. I wish Jay
looked at me like that.

He does, you're just too close to his
face to notice. I felt her smile before she broke the
connection, taking her hand back.

"Ok everyone, you know the drill, family
can’t sit together." There were a couple of pairs of cousins in the
room whom Mrs. Grant had immediately separated on the first day of
school. "So, who's willing to give up their seat for
Jensen and take one of the free ones in the back next to
Ian?"

"I will!" Steven's hand shot up into the air
like a rocket. I heard Jodi snort behind me and then quickly try to
cover it with a cough, but I was caught up in the liquid movement
of Jensen's confidant stride as he came closer and closer to the
seat in front of me. I would kill Steven for this later.

Rather than focus on the knot in my stomach
that was getting tighter with every step Jensen took towards me, I
watched Steven make his way over to Ian, who had beat him to the
desks first. Steven slid into the chair next to Ian with a sly
smile and arched eyebrow. I laughed quietly, turning back to the
front of the class. Jensen was sitting now, just inches away from
me. He raked his fingers through his hair trying to get the wavy
locks to stay off his face. The most intoxicating scent came back
to me, a combination of musk, cinnamon, and something sweet I
couldn’t put a name to.

It was an incredibly short class; I had no
idea what the subtext of Dante’s Inferno
was that James, Tracy, and Crystal had rambled on about for the
last forty-five minutes. I had less than a second when the bell
rang to compose myself before Jensen stood and turned to leave or
he would have caught me staring.

“Ugh, like trying to talk to a statue!”
Steven complained as we joined him at the door and started off for
History.

“What?” Jodi asked.

“Mr. Muscles, or should I say Mr.
Cold-Shoulder!” Steven pouted.

“Ha! I told you he was straight!” Jodi beamed
and searched around until she saw both twins walking together about
twenty feet ahead of him. “Mmmm.”

“Jay…” I reminded her a little sternly.

“I’m only looking,” she muttered.

“Yeah, at least you have a boyfriend.
Besides, you’d be wasting your time; he was staring at Tracy
through the whole class,” Steven said.

“What!” Jodi and I cried in unison.

“What?” Steven said a little scared.

“How could you not tell us that immediately!”
I said, lowering my voice and grabbing Steven’s arm and pulling him
around to face us. Jodi and I both had stopped short at this piece
of news.

“What’s the big deal, she was giving a
presentation?” Steven shrugged.

“Ok, sweetie, think very carefully,” Jodi
said. “Did he look at James or Crystal at all? I mean, even once?”
Jodi had grabbed Steven by the shoulders and turned him to her to
stare eye-to-eye, trying to impress the importance of this.

“Ummm…” He hesitated, clearly scared to say
the wrong thing.

“Steven,” I said as calmly as I could, “try
to remember.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Not even once?” Jodi pressed.

“No, when she finished talking and went to
the side to let Crystal say her part he kept staring at Tracy.”
Jodi let Steven go and turned to me. We held up both our hands and
gripped them together, interlacing our fingers, smiles spreading
over our faces.

“Not even once!” We whispered to each other
excitedly.

 



Chapter 4

As we neared our History class we saw the
twins turn into our classroom just a few steps ahead of us. After
they both showed up in English I knew the chances were that they’d
be here too, but the knot in my stomach had me torn between hoping
they would be here and that they wouldn’t be here. Sometimes it
really sucks to be a girl.

Terra? Jodi’s yellow thoughts broke
through mine with a touch of her hand on my wrist.

What?

Could you try to get it under control?
You’re making me queasy.

What? I repeated, a little more than
confused.

You’re projecting and the knots in your
stomach are making me queasy! She thought at me impatiently.
Could you get either your stomach under control or at the very
least stop projecting?! Bright yellow.

Sorry…I blushed again, which only
embarrassed me more. How many times had I blushed in just these
last few hours? I was careful not to look for the twins to see
where Mrs. Taylor was going to place them. If I didn’t see where
they were sat, then I couldn’t allow myself to peek at him during
class and I knew if I tried to figure out where they were placed it
would be completely obvious. So with a straight back and a stiff
neck I lead us to our usual seats. After we took our seats at one
of the long tables close to the very back of the room I closed my
eyes, taking a deep breath and centered myself, reinforcing my
shields delicately.

“Ugh, thank you! I thought I was gonna have
to take a Tums or something,” Steven said with a sigh. I glanced at
him and then noticed, out of the corner of my eye, a few nearby
students looking suddenly relieved about something, a few touching
their stomachs or foreheads. I had really let my emotions get out
of control.

“Yessss!” Jodi said in a hissing whisper.

“What?” Steven and I asked together.

“Look,” Jodi pointed to the front of the
classroom and we saw the TV and VCR combo set up in front of the
desks. “Movie day!” She said gleefully. In any other class this
meant some boring educational video that you’d be tested on at the
end, but Mrs. Taylor was an unconventional teacher and liked to
show actual blockbuster movies based on history. And more often
than not, you would have probably already seen the movie and didn’t
have to pay attention to know what it was about.

“Alright kiddies…” Mrs. Taylor called out,
pausing to let the last few conversations die down. “Since this is
the start of the holiday season, with All Hollow’s Eve just a
couple of weeks away, and since you all seem to be doing
exceptionally well on our tests and papers, I’m in the mood for
some treats!” She smiled broadly. “Today we will be starting ‘The
Patriot.’” There were a few excited murmurs throughout the
class.

The sound of books slamming shut and zippers
closing filtered through the room as Mrs. Taylor shut off the
lights. The wall was lined with large west facing windows so the
room wasn’t dark by any means, but it was relaxing. A few students
folded their arms and laid their heads down, while some others
reclined dangerously far in their chairs. I pulled my black
leather-bound journal out of my bag and set it on the table. I
tucked my left foot under me, pulled my right foot up to the edge
of my seat, and leaned over my desk, pen in hand and started to
write idly, not fully aware of what I was writing. Poetry was a
hobby of mine, not that I let anyone read it, but it did sometimes
lead to some of the most amazing spell work.

“So,” Steven whispered, scooting over closer
to me, Jodi doing the same on my other side, “are you still
anti-birthday this year?” My birthday was on Halloween. I was
afraid that Mrs. Taylor’s mention of the holiday would cause this
inevitable discussion.

“Does it matter?” I asked.

“What do you mean?” Steven asked.

“Will that stop either of you?”

“Probably not,” Jodi answered.

“Probably?” I scoffed. “Definitely,” I
muttered and they both snickered.

“What’s the big deal?” I felt Jodi nudge my
right knee, which nudged my right arm and caused me to scratch a
line through the last word I wrote. “Sorry,” and she grimaced, but
I just kept writing.

“She’s right, what is the big deal? People
love you all day and you get presents and get to do whatever you
want because it’s your birthday! I’d have three or four a year if I
could,” Steven sucked on his teeth in disgust at my lack of
enthusiasm. “Personally, I would have three or four a year,” Steven
said as he pretended to muss with his hair and check his make-up. I
laughed quietly and shook my head. Tracy sat in the row in front of
us in History and apparently heard us talking. She turned in her
chair looking at me, her hands on the back of her chair and ducking
her head to keep from bringing attention to herself.

“Really, Shay, your birthday is coming up?”
Tracy looked excited as she whispered the question.

“Maybe,” I said suspiciously.

“When?” Tracy asked.

“I don’t remember,” I lied.

“Halloween,” Jodi said and I stuck my tongue
out at her.

“We should throw you a party! A costume
party!” Tracy said, bouncing a little in her chair.

“YES!” Jodi and Steven said a little too
loudly, drowning out my groan.

“Shhh!” Mrs. Taylor admonished from the front
of the room. Tracy spun around again to face front, but not before
she winked at Steven.

“Damn it,” I sighed and buried my head in my
hands while Jodi and Steven giggled. It wasn’t that I didn’t like
Halloween, or presents or birthdays in general, I just didn’t do
well as the center of attention. If it was just going to be the
three of us, I would’ve been all for it. But now, with Tracy in the
mix, it was sure to be a crowd and my empathetic powers waged war
with my sanity in crowds.

I looked down and saw that I had finished
writing and realized I had written the blessing Steven’s aunt had
asked for for her new baby, Alexis, a week or so ago. “Oh, here.” I
tore the page out of my book and handed it to Steven.

“What is it?” He took the page in his hand
and squinted at it through the insufficient light.

“A blessing for your aunt for Alexis’ room,”
I explained and then Jodi leaned passed me, pushing me slightly
towards Steven, trying to see it too.

“Why are you giving it to me?” he asked.

“So you can do it?” My answer sounded as much
like a question as his did.

“She won’t believe I can do it!” He said
incredulously.

“Why not?”

“Because she changed my diapers as a
kid!”

“Then let her do it herself,” I said with a
shrug. Jodi had snatched the paper from Steven to read it.

“She won’t believe she can do it either!” He
said in an urgent whisper. Tracy’s neighbor, Michelle, turned in
her desk to shoot us the classic movie theater
will-you-please-shut-the-hell-up look. Steven stuck his tongue out
at her and she spun back around in a huff.

“I thought this was your mother’s sister?” I
tried to whisper more quietly. Steven was half Mexican on his
mother’s side and the one thing I learned about the Mexican
culture, other than the fact that they have the best food, is that
they still believe in mystical and magical things.

“Yeah, but they never think they can do this
stuff. You’ll have to do it,” he took the page back from Jodi and
forced it back on me. “Just tell me what you need for it and I’ll
have her buy it.”

“She’ll buy the supplies but she won’t do the
blessing?” I asked, a little astounded.

“Pretty much.” Belief is very important in my
line of work; like God, magic does not exist to those without true
belief. If his aunt truly didn’t believe she had the power to do
the simple blessing, the magic wouldn’t hold. “Don’t forget, we’re
Catholic, it’d be like blasphemy for us,” Steven said.

“But she wants it done,” I said slowly.

“Yeah,” Steven said just as slowly. “So?” He
didn’t see the strangeness in the situation like I did since I was
an outsider in his family.

“Ugh, whatever. Sage, water from the next
time it rains, and everyone out of the house, but I’ll need Alexis
nearby. So I guess they can be in the backyard or front or
whatever.” I listed off quickly, regretting tearing out the page
now.

“Um, water from the next time it rains? That
might be months from now. She kinda wanted the blessing soon,”
Steven said uncertainly.

“No, it’s gonna rain sometime this week.” I
corrected him, sliding my journal back into my bag.

“How do you—” he started to ask but Jodi cut
him off.

“Don’t ask, Steven.” We lapsed into silence
for the rest of the hour. The bell rang, startling everyone who had
become engrossed in the movie and forgot to watch the clock. Mrs.
Taylor jumped up and shut off the movie, calling over our rustling
bags and scraping chairs.

“Ok! We’ll finish the movie tomorrow and then
on Wednesday we start on the post-Civil War section.”

“Oh goodie,” I grumbled for Jodi and Steven’s
amusement. We followed the rush of students out to the hall,
stopping at my locker to throw all three History books inside. We
all used my locker the most because it was more conveniently
located than either of theirs. Jodi’s locker was out by the Gym
which was all the way on one end of campus, while Steven’s locker
was out by the art building, the extreme opposite end of campus. I
had won the “lottery” and got one right in the middle of campus on
the edge of the Student Quad.

I reached in my locker to grab my French book
when it hit me; a sudden wave of dread. I dropped my book to the
ground, fingers trembling and my mouth went dry.

“Shay?” Jodi asked hesitantly.

“Tracy,” I whispered almost too quiet for
even me to hear.

“What?” Steven asked, placing his hand on my
shoulder to shake me, but in my state the simple touch opened our
channel in a flood. In an instant he knew what I knew and all the
color drained from his face. I dropped everything, forgetting to
shut my locker, and took off at a dead run, racing to the school
parking lot.

“Steven, what the--” Before Jodi could finish
her question Steven had grabbed her by the wrist and took off after
me, pulling her along behind him.

“Something’s going to happen to Tracy if we
don’t get out there!” Steven tried to explain in a rush as we
rounded the office building and skidded to a halt on the asphalt of
the parking lot, searching desperately for Tracy. Unfortunately the
bell had only rung a few minutes ago so the parking lot was still
full of cars, making it very difficult to figure out where we
should be looking. Finally, after what seemed like too long, Steven
pointed off to the right, “There’s Nick’s truck.” Again I took off
like a shot, only to be hindered by the impatient line of cars that
snaked through the aisles.

We weaved in and out, dodging between parked
cars, trying to get closer to the truck. I felt like I was slogging
through quicksand and the faster I went the harder it was to get to
the truck. The mounting dread turned into pure panic when I saw
Tracy’s black curly hair over the roof of the car next to the
truck.

“Shay! What’s gonna happen?” I heard Jodi
call behind me but I didn’t stop to explain.

“She doesn’t know,” Steven said helpfully.
“She just knows something’s gonna happen.” He sounded like I would
have if I could’ve forced myself to speak, but I was concentrating
all of my energy on getting to Tracy. Suddenly, when we were still
ten cars away from them, I heard Nick’s voice carry back to me.

“Just get in the goddamn truck!” Didn’t he
know any other way to say that? Red colored the edges of my vision,
tinting everything around Nick and Tracy. “Now damnit!” Nick
yelled, grabbing her upper left arm and jerking her towards the
truck and shoving her hard. She hit the side of the truck with her
right shoulder and I could see her grimace of pain. I stopped
short, knowing even with his broken collarbone, none of the three
of us stood a chance against Nick.

I spread my fingers wide with my hands down
at my sides, set my feet hip-width apart and drove my energy down
past the asphalt into the ground. Steven and Jodi came up on either
side of me, each placing a hand on one of my shoulders, lending
their energy to me. This was no time for secrecy.

As I reached looking for the dormant fault
lines beneath Nick I could still hear him yelling at her and
calling her names, apparently no longer worried if people heard him
treating her this way, the arrogant bastard. I took my anger and
directed it to fuel my need, finally finding a wire-thin fault
line. I grabbed hold of it, forcing the flow of my energy into it,
guiding it to the place that Nick stood next to his truck.

I heard the crack and crumble of the asphalt
as the fault line swelled with power, having gained enough control
to keep the ground from shaking to give myself away. Inch by inch
it came closer to Nick, opening a jagged line in the asphalt as it
neared him.

“You just don’t listen!” Nick yelled, inches
from Tracy’s face, and grabbed her collar and shook her
roughly.

“That’s enough!” an unfamiliar, rough voice
called out at him. I reigned in my energy, holding the fault line
at bay just feet away from my target to look for the source of the
voice. Ian came striding through the parking lot. The anger in his
face and swelling of his shoulders made me wonder if he was just
going to pick up and throw the cars that were in his way.

“Who the fuck are you?” Nick turned to look
at Ian, fury plain on his face. Ian didn’t answer him. He strode
confidently up to Nick, balled up his right fist, pulled it back,
and fired, punching Nick square in the mouth. Nick reeled back, his
head jerking up and back as he stumbled backwards a few feet. Ian
didn’t stop though, advancing on Nick and throwing a left hook that
caught Nick on the jaw line and caused his mouth to fall open. Then
Ian threw an upper cut and caught Nick’s chin with his right fist
again, lifting him off his feet to fall to the ground, flat on his
back. I swear I heard his head bounce off the black top.

I pulled in my energy, careful to control the
speed, afraid of a backlash, and siphoned off some of the excess to
Jodi and Steven who still stood sentinel at my sides. Jodi was
wide-eyed, never taking her eyes off of Ian to see the damage he
was inflicting on Nick. I blinked finally, all our energy back in
place, and pulled out of the ground.

“Are you ok?” Ian’s rough voice was suddenly
warm and soft, as he placed a hand on Tracy’s shoulder and looked
at her face with genuine concern.

“Yeah… thank you.” She had tears streaking
down her face again, just like she had when I pulled her free of
the truck over the weekend. She cocked her head to the side to look
around Ian at Nick who was struggling to get back up.

“Don’t worry about him,” Ian said and turned
to look down at Nick. He walked over to Nick’s head and crouched
down, grabbing his shirt and yanking his shoulders off the ground.
Getting real close to his face, Ian said, “I’m taking Tracy home
from now on. If I ever see you anywhere near her, I’ll beat the
shit out of you again.” He didn’t bother to ask if he understood.
Ian simply stood up and held his hand out to Tracy with a smile and
she took it in her own and followed him away from Nick.

I turned to Jodi, who was already smiling
broadly. Saturday had worked out more quickly than we would’ve ever
dared ask for. We took a collective breath and Steven and Jodi
started back toward my locker to get the things we’d dropped. I
took one more moment before I followed, looking back over my
shoulder to where Nick was finally standing, dusting the gravel off
of his jeans with one hand, red faced and angry. I chuckled quietly
and turned to follow Steven and Jodi, but I stopped short, my
stomach knotting up against my spine. Jensen stood at the edge of
the sidewalk staring directly at me, one perfect eyebrow raised,
arms crossed over his chest. He looked down at my feet, where the
asphalt was newly cracked in a spider web of damage. Then he looked
back up to my face and nodded ever so slightly. He smirked a little
and turned to walk away.

 


I found Steven and Jodi at my locker. Steven
was just standing back up from scooping up the last few papers from
the ground. Jodi had my backpack by the straps in her right hand
while she shut my locker with her left. Neither had noticed my
approach.

“Whoa!” Steven yelled as he saw me seemingly
appear out of nowhere.

“Sorry,” I said quietly.

“Hey, what’s the matter?” Steven furrowed his
brow at me and Jodi turned to look at me, worry etched in her
face.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost or
something,” she said, searching my face.

“Well, not exactly,” I stepped over to the
lockers and leaned my forehead against the cold metal and closed my
eyes.

“What then?” Steven urged.

“Jensen was in the parking lot just now,” I
muttered into the locker.

“So?” Jodi asked.

“He saw what I did.” My voice was failing me;
it sounded like a distant echo.

“What!” They both cried. I squeezed my eyes
shut against the noise.

“Well… at least… I think so.”

“Be more specific!” Jodi said sternly,
grabbing me by the shoulders and turning me around roughly. I
leaned back, my shoulders braced against the still cool wall of
lockers.

“I don’t know!” I threw my hands up in the
air before crossing my arms over my chest. “I stopped to watch and
make sure that Nick wasn’t going to go after Tracy. When I turned
back around to follow you I saw him standing there on the sidewalk.
He looked down at my feet and then back up at me and then he kinda
nodded and smirked and walked off.”

“He looked at your feet?” Steven asked,
clearly confused.

“Yeah, I, well we, cracked the asphalt under
my feet.”

“So?” Jodi continued to press. “Asphalt
cracks all the time. This is Southern California after all.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t just a crack under my
feet. It kinda looked like a really heavy boulder landed there and
left a circle of cracks that my feet fit into perfectly.” I shook
my head slowly, opening my eyes to the overcast sky. “I can’t
believe I was so careless!”

“Look,” Steven began, “Hey! Look!” He grabbed
me by the shoulders and pulled me straight to stare into his eyes.
“Just because he thinks he saw something doesn’t mean anything, you
get me?” He was speaking very sternly, sounding more masculine than
I had ever heard from him in two and a half years. He looked at
Jodi to make sure she was listening too and then back to me before
continuing. “We just don’t give credit to anything he thinks or
tries to say, ok? We act normal and people will think he’s crazy,
remember, he’s the new kid.”

“That’s right!” Jodi said excitedly, grabbing
hold of the alibi. “He is the new kid, people love us. If he tries
to say crazy things about us or you causing cracks in the asphalt
where you stood like The Incredible Hulk or something, he’ll be the
laughing stock of the whole school.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I consented, knowing that
much was true, but also knowing that he and I both knew what he saw
and I had no idea what he was planning on doing with that
information. After all, he didn’t look scared or surprised. The
more I thought about the look on his face the more I came to think
that it was like he had just seen something to confirm something he
already suspected of me.

 


We made it to my house about ten minutes
later. When I pulled into the driveway, I saw a huge red bow on the
garage door and my parents were waiting for us in the front yard,
both smiling broadly. I put the van into park and sat there for a
moment just staring at the bow, all thoughts of Jensen’s knowing
smirk suddenly erased from my mind. This had to be some sort of
sick joke. That was the only thing that made sense.

“Oh. My. God. Dude.” Jodi hit me on the
shoulder, bringing me back to myself, blinking away the shock. I
still stared at the bow in confusion.

“No,” I said, the corners of my mouth turning
down and my brows knitting together as I shook my head. “Not
possible.” My voice wasn’t stunned, just matter of fact. My dad had
to come over and open the driver’s door to get me to get out. My
mom was all smiles holding a small present in her hand.

“Hi honey!” She beamed and joined my dad at
his side. “We thought we’d give you an early birthday present!” She
held out the present to me. If she were any more excited, she’d be
dancing in place. Jodi and Steven ran around the van to stand
behind me in order to watch over my shoulders as I stared dumbly at
the little box in my hands.

“Duuuude!” Jodi whined, shaking me by the
shoulder. I lifted the lid off the box. Nestled inside was the
automatic garage door opener. Again I just stared at it. This had
to be some cruel joke, like when you wrap a tiny gift in a huge box
under thousands of Styrofoam peanuts. Steven grabbed me by the
shoulders and turned me to face the garage and Jodi grabbed my
right hand in hers and formed it into a point and pressed the
button on the remote.

The garage door shuttered momentarily and
then lifted smoothly away from the ground, the lights inside
spilling out onto the driveway. I watched, eyes growing round as
the hidden present was revealed inch by excruciating inch. The weak
light glinted off the polished, rounded fenders, sliding down the
streamlined body of the pure black 1969 Chevy Camaro. I was vaguely
aware of Jodi and Steven’s cries of joy and jumping up and down
next to me, occasionally reigning down blows on me.

“What… I don’t… but you said… What…” I
stuttered lamely. I knew this car well, having drooled over it for
weeks as it sat in a parking lot with a “For Sale” sign in its
window. I had convinced my dad to go see it with me with the owner
actually present to let us take a test drive once. It handled like
a dream. It was loud and beautiful and faster than anything I had
ever ridden in. The owner turned out to be some spoiled, rich,
seventeen-year-old boy who was selling it simply because his mom
had bought him a new jeep that he had put monster wheels on that
were as tall as me. He was only asking three thousand dollars for
it, and while that was a very reasonable price, my parents didn’t
have that kind of cash to drop.

“Happy birthday, baby!” My mom wrapped her
arms around my limp shoulders and kissed my cheek, followed by my
dad who kissed the top of my head, smiling more with his eyes than
anything else.

“I don’t understand…” I regained some ability
to speak. “Dad… you said you couldn’t afford it?” Bewildered, that
was a good word.

“I know, honey, but your mom and I did well
at the casino on Saturday, just like we told you, and we decided
you deserved it.” He squeezed my shoulder and rocked back on his
heels, looking very proud of himself.

“But… really?!”

“Yes, really! Go, look!” My mom pushed me
towards the garage. Jodi and Steven were already inside in the car,
waiting for me. My dad hurried over to the minivan and backed out
of the driveway to park it on the street. “Go ahead and take her
for a spin, honey!” My mom called to me as I finally slid into the
driver’s seat to find the keys waiting for me in the ignition.

“Oh my god…” I whispered, staring wide-eyed
at everything, including the new stereo they had obviously
installed before they brought the car home, complete with a CD
player. I was afraid to speak above a whisper, for fear that any
loud sound would cause this dream to come crashing down like an
avalanche.

“Let’s go!” Jodi nearly yelled in my ear,
bouncing in her seat against the strain of the seatbelt. I reached
out and wrapped my hand around the keys, savoring the cold bite of
metal against my fingers and turned the key eagerly. The engine
roared to life instantly, Jodi and Steven were cheering happily. No
more minivan for us; the minivan was dead to us.

I backed out of the driveway, revving the
engine a little more than necessary, and barely heard my mom call
out to me not to be too late before I threw it into gear and sped
down the road.

 


I drove Jodi home first, Steven hopping out
to switch to the front seat when Jodi got out. She turned and
leaned into the car, "Hey, remember, Band's going to that thing
tomorrow to play at the Government Center, so you don't need to
pick me up. We're gonna be gone all day."

Jodi pulled her backpack onto her back and
walked up to her front door. Since it was dark out, I idled by the
curb, Steven and I watching to make sure she made it into the house
before we pulled away.

"You know, I think I need a mental health day
tomorrow," Steven said casually, his breath fogging over the
passenger window as he watched Jodi close her front door behind
her. I revved the engine and tore away from the curb just for the
hell of it, a grin spreading across my face.

"A mental health day? Is one day really gonna
help?" I teased as I shifted quickly from second to third with
another growl of the engine.

"So witty tonight." Steven replied
acidly.

"Really, though, you're gonna leave me alone
all day?" It was rare that two of us missed the same day; it always
sucked for the third. We all had more friends than just us, but
none we were free to talk casually with. Awkward questions like
"What did you do over the weekend?" always come up and I rarely had
an easy answer for that.

"You’ll be ok," Steven said in a mock
sympathetic voice, patting me on my shoulder. I rolled my eyes at
him as I came to a smooth stop in front of his house, idling
loudly. "Besides," Steven began as he got out, taking his
bag with him, "then you can roll up tomorrow in your new car all by
yourself and Jodi and I won’t be there to steal any of the spot
light!"

"Oh gee, that's just what I wanted, more
attention!" I said in mock delight.

"Might as well get used to it!" He stood up,
ready to walk away.

"Hey," I called before he could shut the
door. Steven leaned down to look at me. "Don't forget, water from
the first rain. I think it'll be sometime tomorrow. Looks like late
afternoon, early evening at this point." Steven furrowed his brow
at me and started to open his mouth like he was going to ask me how
I knew that but seemed to think better of it. He closed his mouth
and shut his eyes tightly and shook his head.

"Dude... you are so much more than Jodi and I
will ever be." Steven shut the door too quickly for me to ask him
what that was supposed to mean and made his way to his front
door.

 



Chapter 5

The next morning dawned to a darkened sky; no
longer overcast, billowing clouds in shades of black, gray and
white rolled over the city. I hoped Steven wouldn't over sleep and
had already taken precautions to gather some of the rain that
was coming. I half dreaded getting to school just on the chance
people would ask about my car. Steven was wrong; I would've
preferred he and Jodi be there to answer any questions for
me. I dressed in layers, feeling the storm building faster and
knew it would hit by the time I was out of French class. I grabbed
an over-long green scarf and wrapped it around my neck before I
headed out. I was amazed how quickly the engine heated up, not
having to sit outside revving it for very long to get the heat
moving through the vents. I snuggled against the seat, reveling in
the soft leather as it hugged my shoulders.

School was unbearable from the moment I
parked my car until I finally pealed out of the parking lot in a
rush, kicking up loose gravel to the cheers of the muscle car gear
heads that had crowded my car and begged to see the engine despite
the rain. All day if people weren't asking about my car and
birthday, they were checking on me to make sure I was coping
alright with the absence of Jodi and Steven. Apparently I should've
been wandering the school halls aimlessly, weeping
uncontrollably.

As I predicted, the rain came steady and cold
half way through French, pelting the windows in a staccato,
distracting everyone for a few moments, only to annoy Madame
Beaumont into giving us a pop quiz as punishment. And in each class
we shared, I couldn't help but glance every once in a while in
Jensen's direction and, as if by some magnetic pull, he always
seemed to look right at me just a half second later and catch me
looking.

Now all I could think about was that he
must've thought I had been looking for a long time when he'd catch
me. He didn't seem to care when I caught him. I had the
sinking suspicion that maybe whatever about me that had enticed him
now scared him. I knew by History I was upsetting the stomachs of
half my class, but I just didn't care. I needed to get out and
distract myself to calm down.

I knew going home would do me no good. My
mother would be there with the possibility of more expected
conversations and I had my fill of talking to people. I drove
without really knowing where I was going, mostly just going through
the motions, and eventually found myself, unsurprisingly, at the
bookstore. I loved this place. It had huge with a coffee shop on
the first floor full of my people, coffee drinkers and readers. I
hurried inside, ducking my head against the rain and dodging the
puddles. Inside I took a deep breath, enjoying the combination of
smells of fresh brewed coffee and paper.

I made my way over to the wall of journals
and diaries first. I had reached the last page of my journal last
night with an unusually long poem in another bout of sleepless
hours. I took my time browsing through the different covers before
examining a couple, lined pages or blank, off white or white,
leather or linen. Eventually I decided on a beautiful green leather
bound journal with an interesting Celtic knot-work design embossed
on the cover.

I went upstairs, past the Non-Fiction/Fantasy
section, and went straight to the New Age/Occult shelves. At times
like these it was nice to be a teenager; most people just shook
their heads when they saw someone my age in this section, thinking
we were just trying to be different. I pulled a few different books
on herb lore, Celtic deities, and potion making before going back
downstairs, getting a coffee, and settling into a table tucked into
a far corner. No one really cares what anyone else is reading,
but I didn't want to invite any questioning looks or whispers I was
sure to feel.

I pulled out my old journal and set it next
to my new one, intending to copy down a blessing I had inscribed on
the inside cover in my new journal when the chair across from me
slid out and Jensen sat down, leaning back and crossing his right
ankle over his left knee. I knew it was him without having to
look.

Everyone gives off emotion, even if it’s just
a sense of existing. Everyone except Jensen. One of the things that
had been bothering me about him was that I couldn't read him, no
matter how hard I tried. It was like he knew what I did and was
blocking me from being able to do so. It was a void in the back of
my mind, like walking into a room but forgetting why I'd gone in
there. So I knew he had shields around him that were so strong I
was surprised he had any energy left over to so much as walk
around.

I sat there, pen poised over the blank page,
my left hand on top of my old journal, not yet having opened it,
Thank God, and tried not to look at him. He sniffed
quietly, waiting politely for me to acknowledge him. I steeled
myself, chewing the inside of my cheek self-consciously, and
finally looked up at him. I had never seen him this close up
before. From a distance I had already noticed the piecing blue of
his eyes, but here, feet apart, with the perfect creamy complexion
of his skin, offset by the dark, chestnut hair, they took on a blue
that I had never seen before. They were slightly gray near the
pupils and gradually became darker until they were the perfect
shade of sapphire. I had a moment to think of the fairytales from
my childhood as I sank into the unusual color of his eyes before he
spoke.

"Hello," he said casually and I realized,
with a start, that I hadn't yet heard the sound of his voice and I
knew right then in that simple word that I'd always know it.

"Hello." I was grateful to hear how steady my
voice was, almost aloof even. He had an annoying half grin on his
face and that damn eyebrow was raised, shattering the trance I
nearly fell into. That was enough to give me some of my nerve back.
I was tired of being stared at by this guy like an exhibit at the
zoo.

He continued to stare evenly at me, keeping
the half grin hitched on his face, breathing calmly, apparently
waiting for me to continue the conversation. I was not going to
give him the satisfaction. I knew it had only been a few brief
moments but in any good stare down those few moments stretch into
sudden infinity. I was not going to break the silence. I was happy
to watch his face gradually fall and lose his confidence.

Finally he shifted in his seat, uncrossing
his legs, and leaned over the table, picking up one of my books at
random and examining the cover. I was overwhelmingly aware of the
sound of my breath inside my head, like a growing wave waiting for
the inevitable crash. "Hmmm," he muttered, both eyebrows raised,
and he nodded slightly. "Interesting reading," he said, almost a
question.

"Ok," If he could be brief, so could I.

"You’re reading about Celtic deities? I
thought we were studying US History this term?” He flipped the book
open and shuffled through some pages. He didn’t really expect me to
respond, so I didn’t.

“Ah, Morrigan, now you remind me a little of
her,” he said, looking up at me with a smile. I blinked stupidly at
him. Morrigan was one of my favorite Celtic deities but I had never
been compared to her. “You know, the three faces?” he pressed.

“Ok,” I said again. I just couldn’t help
myself. Morrigan was believed to be The Crone, The Mother, and The
Maiden – the three stages of a woman’s life. So of course any woman
could be her; she was all of us all at once.

“Are you Celtic?” he asked and for the first
time I heard a hint of uncertainty in his voice. I furrowed my brow
and decided to try and read him again, but as I reached out towards
him the void in the back of my mind came back tenfold and the edges
of my vision went blurry. Jensen took in a sharp breath and sat
back for a moment, only relaxing again when I pulled my energy
back. Yeah, he so knew what I was doing.

He pursed his lips at me, considering my
silence and nodded at something he seemed to be thinking about. I
expected him to say something about what had just passed between
us, but, amazingly, he just reached out for the herb lore book. I
had the urge to slide the potion-making book under my new journal,
but I knew there was no point in hiding it. He had obviously
already seen all three and was probably building up to that
book.

"Herb lore?” He let his voice trail off,
opening the book and flipping through a few pages, pausing a couple
of times to read a passage.

“Now this definitely isn’t for History. Maybe
Home Ec?” He was teasing me; there was even a glint in his eye!

“Home Ec, sure,” I agreed.

“You know, I wouldn’t tell anyone if you want
to be straight with me,” he said in a low voice, forgetting the
book as he leaned towards me.

What did he expect me to say? Oh yes, Jensen,
I spend my Friday nights brewing potions over a cauldron and my
Saturday nights calling the corners with my two best friends so we
can cast magic spells. Oh I have the ability to make earthquakes
happen. How do you spend your weekends?

“Ok, fine,” he said, sitting back in his
chair and forgetting the third book on the table. “I just saw you
sitting here by yourself and thought I’d join you. Introduce
myself.” He paused, gathering himself he said, “I don’t think you
like me much.”

"What do you care what I think of you? We
don't even know each other,” I finally said.

"That's a very good point and an even better
question." He tilted his head, glancing around the store. That lock
of hair I had admired in math class came loose again and fell over
his forehead, nearly brushing his eyelashes. I realized I was
staring. Gathering myself, I grabbed the books and stacked them on
top of each other, being sure to place the new journal on top, and
slid my old journal back into my purse.

"Well, do you have a good answer for it
then?" I was in better control of myself now, having gotten past
the most uncomfortable portion of the meeting – him seeing the
books I was reading.

"You know, I don't think I do. Funny isn't
it?"

"What's funny?"

"It seemed so important that we meet and that
you have a better impression of me and I don't know why." He
sounded like this was a very interesting science project he was
studying. I felt my eyebrows contract and I shook my head. I was
caught in some stupid mind game, just like the staring at the
school. He didn’t have a crush on me, as I had secretly hoped. He
had abilities and could tell I did too and was probably testing me.
I felt my temper rising at my stupidity. And since I didn’t
recognize his, I knew there would be nothing lost staying away from
him.

"Well, if that's all, then I think mission
accomplished," I stood up, forgetting my now cold coffee and
started reaching for my books when he put a hand on top of them,
stopping me from picking them up. "What?" I demanded, loud enough
to cause some of the nearby people to look over at me.

"How is it accomplished?"

"I have a much better impression of you now."
Not that it was a better impression as in good; it was just more
defined now.

"Somehow that doesn't sound flattering." He
was inside my head. Instinctively I drew my shields in tighter
around me and they practically vibrated with the extra energy
pulsing into them. As if he could see an actual change in my
appearance, he tilted his head to the side and squinted, looking at
me but not seeming to see me. That was enough for me. I pushed his
hand off of my books and clutched them to my chest.

"Take it any way you want, doesn't make any
difference to me." I turned to leave and I saw his hand reaching
out to stop me. "Any part of you that touches me, you won’t be
getting back." His hand dropped back to the table and he let me
pass. I walked directly to the serpentine checkout line and grabbed
a new bookmark without really looking at it, even though I probably
had a hundred of them at home.

I got through the checkout process relatively
quickly and rushed out the door. My sanctuary was befouled and I
was in no mood to dawdle, but as I pushed the door open to the
foyer I saw just beyond the outer door there stood Jensen. He was
waiting causally with his hands shoved in the pockets of his
jacket. Damnit. I was being tormented like a five-year-old
in kindergarten.

I took a steadying breath and pushed the door
open to a gush of cold evening air that swirled around me, lifting
my hair up and away from my face and shoulders. Surprisingly
enough, Jensen didn't turn to face me, so I walked deliberately
past him and into the parking lot, keys already in hand.

"Hey, that’s not how I hoped that would go."
He was next to me faster than I expected. All of my internal alarms
sounding in my head almost deafened me.

"Ok," I said, no inflection in my voice, not
wanting to invite any more conversation.

"So I'd like to rectify that."

"Well, we don't always get what we want," I
said as I realized, a few feet away from my car, that I was leading
him straight to it. If he was as creepy as he was coming across,
he'd have the perfect opportunity to ambush me and speed away
with me and my car. I stopped suddenly, rounding on him. He was
quicker than most guys, he didn't stumble or skid to a halt; he
merely finished his last step and turned on the spot to look at
me.

"So let’s just come to an understanding that
you wanted to meet me, didn't know how to go about it in any other
way than creepy and things didn't go so well. Too bad.
Let’s get on with our lives." I waved my hand dismissively, making
my keys jingle.

"You don't want me near your car." It wasn't
a question.

"I don't normally like strange guys to follow
me to my car in a dark parking lot when no one’s around. So, if you
don't mind, I have a feeling you're not parked anywhere around here
and the store is back that way." I motioned over my shoulder in the
direction of the bookstore, but he didn't move to leave.

"I wouldn't do anything to you."

"Ok."

"You say that a lot."

"Ok." He actually laughed. It was warm and
full of emotion and his eyes glittered in the wet air. I clenched
my fists, forcing myself to keep my mouth shut. I had gained some
ground and didn’t want to lose it.

"Ok." He nodded, again seeming like he had
decided on something in his mind. "Ok, for now. I'll let you get
into your car with piece of mind, but I will make a better
impression.”

Before I could argue with him he walked past
me back to the bookstore. I didn't want to look over my shoulder
and watch him go. I didn't want him to catch me looking again so I
stood there, counting to thirty before I walked to my car. My hair
was weighted down with the slow steady rain and I threw my bags
inside. As I rounded in front of the store on my way out of the
parking lot, I was sure I caught the blurred outline of a tall,
lean man with dark hair watching me drive away.

 

"Tuesdays aren't supposed to be so crappy!" I
complained on the phone to Jodi, lying on my bed, covers over my
head. I still believed in the magical protection of covers; so long
as you don't come out, the monster can’t get you.

"Tuesdays are the worst day of the week."
Jodi said matter-of-factly. "Think about it, people think Monday's
suck because it’s the new week, but you still have the high and
energy from the weekend. Wednesdays let you know you're half way
through the week, Thursdays mean it’s almost over, and Fridays it
is over. But Tuesdays," she drew out the word, "Tuesdays mean the
week just started and you've still got a ways to go."

"Yeah, you've got a point," I muttered into
my pillow.

"So seriously, he didn't talk to you all day
even though Steven and I were gone but he followed you to the
bookstore?"

"I don't know if he actually followed me
there, but yeah he was there."

"Dude, he followed you there." Jodi's voice
sounded bright yellow again. She was very possessive of her
friends. It was a very difficult balancing act for her to have both
me and Steven be as close to each other as we were to her, but when
an outsider came near us, she was a tigress protecting her
territory.

"Yeah... he did. Isn't that strange though?"
I rolled over onto my side; taking care to be sure the covers
didn't slip from my head. "Who talks like that? And what the hell
does he want?"

“I don't know...” she said distractedly. “And
he didn't mention yesterday afternoon and the whole parking lot
thing?”

“Not once.”

"Did you give him a chance?" Jodi asked, a
faint accusation in the back of her question.

"Oh yeah. I asked him what the big deal us
meeting was and he said he didn't know. He even said it was funny
that he couldn't think of why it was important that we meet or what
I thought of him."

"Hmmm..." She considered that for a minute, I
didn't press her for her thoughts. "I think maybe Steven and I
ought to be on stalker watch."

"Oh I doubt that's necessary," I
protested.

"Honey, please.” Jodi listed off the
evidence. “He spends the better part of three classes staring at
you. He showed up at the bookstore when no one knew you were gonna
be there. He felt the need to make a better impression on you but
was a total creep when doing it and then tried to follow you out to
your car."

"Ok, well when you say it like that, in a
tone like that, any guy would sound like a maniac."

"Ok, then how else would you say it?"

“Yeah.” I sighed heavily, suddenly
wanting out of this conversation and off the phone. “Gah! Whatever,
it doesn’t really matter, does it? I can’t even imagine a stalker
trying again after that.”

“We'll see,” she said darkly.

“Probably just some lame warlock,” I
muttered.

“That’s harsh.”

“I don’t think so. I mean I can’t read him
empathically, he knows when I’m trying to, and if he didn’t have
anything to hide, why not just let me read him?”

“True,” Jodi said slowly.

“Hey, I'm gonna be blessing Steven's cousin's
room this weekend, wanna help?” One change of subject, coming right
up!

“Sure. Think he got the rain water?”

“He better've. But if he didn’t, I did put a
bowl outside,” I admitted.

"The control freak took precautions?
Shocker," she teased.

"Shut up," I sat up, pulling the covers from
my head. "See you at 7:40?"

"Yep!"

"Night." We hung up and I knew Jodi would be
calling Steven immediately to inform him of her version of the
story about the bookstore. It would come across much worse than it
was and by the end Jensen would've been foaming at the mouth
and refusing to let me leave.

I looked at the clock and saw that it was
only ten o'clock. I knew sleep was just a wishful thought at this
point so I grabbed my two journals off my bedside table and placed
them on the bed in front of me. I set to copying down the blessing
I hadn’t had a chance to do earlier.

I finished the last few words and sealed the
cover with a pentagram I drew on with my right forefinger
and closed both books. I set them aside and pulled out a novel I
had been trying to get through and settled into my pillows.

 


I was running again, not understanding how I
got to this damn forest. I was afraid to look down, knowing my
chest must be drenched in blood because it just wasn’t possible
that my lungs hadn’t torn open by now. I could hear my labored
breathing in my ears, pulsing harder and faster than the beat of my
heart. I screamed at myself that I was asleep and just needed to
wake up to get out of this, but I could not stop to wake myself up.
Instinctively I dodged to the right, knowing that root I had
tripped over before was just ahead.

Thankfully, I made it past that tree without
any other trouble, but then I felt the earth tremble beneath me and
my feet slipped on the loose rocks. I scrambled, my hands clawing
at the ground, kicking leaves and dirt behind me, desperately
trying to regain my footing before I fell on the dirt floor. I
heard it behind me, gaining speed and suddenly felt a wave of
extreme joy pass over me that had nothing to do with my panicked
mind. It had caused me to stumble; it knew this earth like I didn’t
and it was reaching for me again. I felt the searing cold claws
touch my back and tried to scream out, only to have my voice
silenced in my throat. My mouth opened, but I couldn’t scream and
now I couldn’t run. I reached out again, trying to grab hold of
anything to pull myself away and my fingers closed around someone’s
hand, whose fingers were like iron bars around my hand. I looked up
into the face of a man with fathomless blue eyes.

“Hurry,” Jensen’s voice echoed through my
head and he pulled me to my feet, wrenching me forward and away
from the raking claws tearing at my back.

I woke with a start, once again sweat soaked
and out of breath. I had been crying again. I could feel the tears
welled inside my ears having rolled off the sides of my face, not
quite making it to the pillow. My fingers were deformed into angry
claws; I had torn the cover of my battered novel in my sleep. I lay
there for a long time, trying to catch my breath and remind myself
I was still in bed. I had the uncontrollable urge to pull the
covers over my head and hide there for the rest of the year, but I
could feel the burns on my back and knew I needed to change shirts
before the wet fabric irritated the wounds. I pushed myself into a
sitting position and for a second time winced at the effort. Now
the question was: to shower or not to shower?


Chapter 6

I was able to spend most of the morning
fending off Jodi and Steven's questions about yesterday because I
was having such a hard time concentrating on anything and kept
asking them to repeat their questions. They assumed it was the
insomnia and eventually gave up on me and discussed the event
between themselves, coming to their own conclusions without my
input. I hardly even thought about the bookstore, which seemed days
away rather than hours. All I could think about was my dream and
the fading scars I kept waking up with.

Because both Jodi and Steven had missed
French yesterday, they had to make up the pop-quiz at lunch and
promised to meet me under our tree, so I headed out by myself after
switching out books in my locker. I was looking forward to a few
moments of peace and quiet to meditate over last night’s dream and
try to make sense of what was going on. I could have confided in
Jodi and Steven, but I knew all that would have happened would be
that I would suddenly be an object of more concern. They would be
checking up on me constantly and I just didn’t think I could handle
the extra attention.

As I neared our usual resting place for
lunch, I felt a cold clammy feeling grip my stomach. It took me a
second to realize it had nothing to do with hunger and I stopped,
staring ahead and not seeing the source of the feeling. I
reached out trying to locate the source, only to feel
nothing. A very solid nothing. Damn him. Jensen was at our
spot; this couldn’t be a random coincidence.

I had half a mind to just turn around and go
wait for Jodi and Steven outside of the French room, but I couldn't
stand the thought of being run out of my place in school. I had
been here nearly three years and that was where we spent lunch, who
was this guy to think he could just scare me off? Arrogant
bastard! My anger was feeding my resolve and pushing the memory
of the Jensen in my dream out of my head. I found myself storming
the rest of the way to our spot and, ultimately, to Jensen.

"What do you want?" I demanded without
preamble. His back was to me and he was looking past the chain link
fence out to the parking lot. I had hoped that I had taken him off
guard this time, but when he didn’t jump or spin around I knew I
hadn't.

"To work out that better impression I
promised you," he said smoothly as he turned to face me, his hands
in his pockets, looking for all the world like a very self-assured
male model. I glowered at him. "Oh, not here, no. I thought we
could go out?"

"Thanks, but I'm all set," I said coldly.

"I see, so your dance card is so full you
just can’t fit in one date?" He was trying to tease me, but it was
just coming across as sarcastic and that's not my definition of
charming.

"Yep, pretty much," I said, both eyebrows
raised. "You may go now." I stepped around him and dropped my bag
at the roots of the tree, turning again to face him, my arms
crossed protectively over my chest.

"You know, most people give others more than
one chance."

"And most people don’t spend their first
chance trying to make others feel totally uncomfortable and acting
ridiculously creepy." Ha! Argue with that!

"Well, that really wasn’t what I was going
for, so I guess, if that's how I came across, I apologize." Damn
him.

"Apology accepted. See? I can be gracious. So
if that's everything?" I wanted to sit down and bury my face in a
book, but the only book that was left in my bag was my journal, and
he'd learned enough about me last night. I watched his face. He was
thinking about something again, maybe measuring his chances, I
didn’t know. And now that I had put the idea that he was a warlock
in my mind, all my primal instincts told me to keep him at arms
length.

"Ok," he nodded just like last night and
started to leave, “for now.”

"You say that a lot." I couldn’t help myself.
He just smiled at me. It was the first natural smile I had seen him
give and a thousand butterflies erupted in my stomach and a warm
flush passed over my face. Damn him. He left without another
word. I guess he liked leaving on a high note. As much as he cared
about that first impression, he really did leave quite an
impression every time.

 


Days passed and Jensen didn’t try to bother
me again. Occasionally he’d throw me a smile or even a wink when
he’d catch me looking his way, but he didn’t press for that date.
It was just as well because Mike seemed to hear about our meeting
in the bookstore and didn’t like it. As a matter of fact, quite a
few people knew about the bookstore. I knew just who to blame for
that.

“I swear! I didn’t say a word to anyone but
Steven,” Jodi said on the way to school Friday. I glared at Steven
through the rearview mirror.

“Neither did I!” he protested
defensively.

“Then explain to me how so many people know!”
I shifted hard, causing the engine to roar loudly. “I had Melissa
corner me the other day in the bathroom asking me what exact shade
of blue his eyes were and then Tracy asked me if I wanted to
discuss the differences between him and Ian and then Mike came
up--”

“Hey! That must be it!” Steven cut me
off.

“What?” Jodi and I asked together.

“Tracy.”

“Oh, I bet you’re right…” Jodi said
thoughtfully, turning to look at Steven.

“Mind filling me in?” I asked irritated.

“Tracy,” Steven repeated. “Jodi was telling
me about the bookstore when we were in Art and Tracy has that class
with us.”

“Ugh, and that’s the thanks I get for helping
her,” I said a little angrily.

“So, what about Mike?” Jodi asked teasingly,
but I could hear a slight edge to her voice.

“Oh, dude, you thought he looked like I
kicked a puppy last time? You should’ve seen him yesterday,” I
said, shaking my head. “He ran into me in the halls, when I was
running that file to the office for Madame Beaumont and he asked
when Jensen and I started dating.” They both broke out in laughter,
but I didn’t think it was all that funny. “Then he practically
demanded that I go to my locker right there and give him back his
away jersey.”

“Dude, when you break up with a guy you don’t
go easy, do you?” Steven razzed me.

“Oh, I’m not kidding. There I was trying to
explain to him that it was just a coincidence that we happened to
be in the same bookstore at the same time and I might as well have
been talking to a wall for how receptive he was,” I continued.

“What do you care what Mike thinks?” Jodi
asked.

“It’s not so much that I care what he thinks,
but I do care that he feels like I betrayed him, even though he
really has no right to feel that way,” I added, more for my benefit
than theirs. “But even still, I’m not a bitch.” Steven nearly
choked on his smoothie at that. “Ok, fine, I’m not that much
of a bitch to make him feel like the reason why I don’t like him is
because of another guy,” I amended.

“Oh yeah, tell him you don’t like him because
he’s a stupid, boring jock, that’ll make him feel better,” Jodi
said sarcastically and I was horribly reminded of the fact that
Jodi had always had a crush on Mike and obviously hadn’t forgiven
me for him liking me over her.

“Obviously I wouldn’t do that,” I said a
little coldly as I parked the car, slamming the door a little too
roughly when I got out. “My point was that I didn’t want to hurt
his feelings at all, I wanted to just let him down.” Jodi didn’t
seem to be listening anymore so I just stopped.

“You could tell him you’re a lesbian. Then he
can’t get mad at you,” Steven said with a big grin on his face.

“If he thinks I’m dating Jensen, that won’t
work.”

“Shay, you’re dating the new guy?” Crystal
asked as she suddenly appeared next to us in the wave of students
entering the school. She looked completely awe-struck as she looked
at me.

“No! No! Crystal, that’s not what I said!” I
tried to explain quickly, but she was shuffled away from us in the
press of bodies and I didn’t think she heard me. She just kept
glancing back at me with a smile until she found a couple of other
girls we knew and bent her head towards them. I had the sinking
feeling that I was the topic of discussion. “Oh no…” I groaned
miserably. I heard Jodi and Steven snickering together at my
despair. At least Jodi was no longer glaring sideways at me. “Oh
shut up, you two!” I snapped, shoving Steven sideways into Jodi,
but they just erupted in hysterical laughter.

I heard the whispers and saw the glances all
day and spent most of my energy blocking out the emotions of the
girls in most of my classes. I felt the knives of jealousy, the
tingle of curiosity, and wanted nothing more than to throttle Tracy
every time I saw her. She was probably the object of some of those
same feelings, but she was lucky enough not to have to deal with
feeling them like me.

I was so grateful to get into my fifth hour
teacher assistant elective; all the girls in that class were
sophomores and weren’t as aware of the junior class dramas. Another
reason why I loved this elective was because of Mrs. Porter. I had
taken her History class last year and aced it and, since I took so
much of her grading off of her hands, she pretty much let me do
whatever I wanted if I was having a bad day.

“Hey, Mrs. Porter,” I whispered to her, ten
minutes into class, crouching down by her desk and handing her a
stack of freshly graded essays I had done yesterday. I was
whispering because she had set a pop quiz and the class was silent
as a tomb. She even went so far as to turn out the lights to
discourage cheating, only the dim light from the windows let them
see their papers.

“Hi, honey,” she smiled at me, taking the
papers with a grateful sigh. “Are you ok?” she asked, knitting her
eyebrows at me.

“Kind of a crappy day,” I said, shrugging as
if it was no big deal.

“Oh, well, honey, why don’t you just sit in
the back and relax. Read a book or catch up on some homework or
whatever. Here,” She reached for her purse and a hall pass. She
pulled out two one dollar bills and pressed them with the pass into
my hands. “Go get us each a soda out of one of the machines and
then just sit back there and relax.” I loved this woman.

“Sure, thanks!” I whispered brightly. “Diet,
right?” Most women over 25 drink diet even if they are thin, like
Mrs. Porter.

“Right,” She winked at me before I stood up
and walked out. I took a deep breath after I shut the door behind
me, smiling to myself. There was something special about being
outside of class when everyone else was trapped inside. It was like
being home alone. I decided to take my time on my errand, choosing
a soda machine that wasn’t the closest one to class, planning to
explain that the closer one was out of diet.

I crossed the quad so that if someone asked
me where I was going I could easily say the bathroom and be in the
right direction. I was enjoying my walk, trying to be careful not
to take too long, when I heard someone walking along behind me. I
was in school in the middle of the day surrounded by full
classrooms, so I wasn’t worried, but, like anyone else, I had to
look over my shoulder to see who it was.

I saw, as I glanced as casually as I could,
the figure of a guy leaning into his locker, rummaging through the
items inside, but the locker door obstructed my view of his face. I
couldn’t stare long enough to see who it was or else I’d risk
looking completely obvious, so I just continued to the soda machine
around the corner and ran right into Jensen. Literally ran into
him. His chest was like a wall of bricks and I stumbled backwards,
losing my balance. He reached out and caught my hand in his to
steady me. How mortifying! And the only rational way to deal with
mortification is to get irrationally angry.

“Are you kidding? You’re following me now?” I
said as incredulously as I could.

“Actually, you ran into me, so really I could
ask you the same question and not sound as irrational as you.” He
was in my head again.

“Then excuse me.” I sounded like an insolent
brat, but I couldn’t help myself. There was just something about
Jensen that bothered me and since I couldn’t figure it out, I just
lashed out and reacted.

“You’re excused.” He was smirking as if he
found me amusing and that just stoked the fire in my emotions. I
huffed a little and bit my tongue as I stepped around him, walking
to the soda machine, punching the buttons a little harder than
necessary. I didn’t really expect him to go away, but it still
bugged me that he stayed. “That doesn’t seem like an appropriate
use of a hall pass…”

“Well, when the teacher specifically asks you
to go get her a soda, then really, it is appropriate.” Why was I
explaining myself to him? “And what about you?” I turned to face
him, both sodas balanced in my left hand. “Loitering the halls
hardly seems any better.”

“Leavin’ early.” He flashed a small slip of
paper I recognized as an off-campus pass and leaned casually
against the wall in front of me.

“You don’t seem in a hurry to go.”

“I didn’t think I’d be running into you.”
That natural smile I had admired didn’t make another appearance and
I realized I was hoping it would. Time to go.

“Well, I have to go back to class,” I didn’t
want to look like I was trying to get away from him as if he made
me nervous, but I didn’t want to hang around either.

“You always seem like you’re in such a hurry
to get away from me.” Jensen was smiling down at me, not enough to
show teeth, and I suddenly had the mental image of a lion having
trapped his prey.

“It’s not that I’m in a hurry to get away
from you,” I said as I stepped around him, making my way to the
open space of the quad. “I just have to get back; it should only
take so long to get a couple of sodas.” I turned and started
walking away. I could feel his eyes on my back, but I just squared
my shoulders and refused to look back.

In English, Jodi noticed that although Ian
was in class, Jensen was not. I chose not to enlighten her about my
meeting with him when she asked if I had any guesses where he might
be. I had a strange sense of disappointment when I stared at his
empty chair in front of me, just now realizing how much of my
English class was now spent tracing patterns in the freckles on his
neck. History was just as uneventful. No one to sneak glances at,
no gnawing in my stomach wondering if glances were being snuck of
me. I was really getting on my own nerves.

I was never so happy to have a week be over.
I had never been the topic of so much gossip and superficial
dislike; female jealousy was a strange and dangerous thing. The
game tonight was an away game and Jodi never expected us to go to
those. Since I was going to be taking care of Steven’s cousin’s
room tomorrow, I told them I needed the night to prepare, so they
didn’t give me any grief. Steven promised to go anyway so Jodi
wouldn’t be left alone and that caused any feelings of
disappointment to fade quickly from her face.

I wasn’t kidding about needing the night to
prepare since the blessing would be done in the middle of the day
to draw on sun energy, but I was also really looking forward to
some alone time. I spent the evening watching mindless T.V. and
taking a long hot bath before curling up into extra covers and
pillows, hoping the relaxing environment would chase any nightmares
away. I was wrong.

I woke up in the darkness somewhere between
too late and too early to know what time it was, gasping for breath
and tasting moist earth. I had clawed at something in my dream and
mimicked it in real life, snagging jagged scrapes in the extra
blanket I had draped around me. The dream was fading from me faster
than any of the others ever had. It was like catching glimpses of
the countryside through the breaks of a passing train. Green and
yellow and silver light blurring past me. Falling again as freezing
air whipped passed me. My hands reaching for anything to catch my
fall. My knee coming down hard on a moss covered stone and the
searing pain racing up my thigh. A hand reaching out and taking
mine, pulling me from the ground. Jensen’s worried face, urging me
to hurry, his voice in my head but his lips not moving. And finally
the raking claws on my right calf.

I didn’t have to check my leg to know the
welts were there, raised and angry. My breathing was still ragged.
I didn’t try too hard to steady it, allowing myself the time to be
scared and upset since my dream self couldn’t have that luxury.

Part of me knew I needed to investigate these
dreams, stop them somehow. They were obviously too dangerous, I
shouldn’t be waking up with injuries. But seeing as how each time
the thing touched me it was losing more and more ground, maybe next
time it wouldn’t be able to touch me at all and I could simply
escape the dream in its natural resolution.

But there wasn’t anything natural about this
dream. I wasn’t even completely confidant that it was just a dream.
I think I cried myself to sleep, after having turned the T.V. back
on for some comforting light and ambient noise. It was a blessedly
dark and dreamless sleep.

I woke up entirely drained, feeling as though
I might as well have not slept at all. I couldn’t dwell on that
though; I was doing a blessing in just a couple of hours and needed
to be in a calm, neutral mood. I took my time getting ready, going
through three cups of coffee and causing my mom to yell at me from
the living room to make another pot when she heard the third cup
being poured. Caffeine addiction is hereditary.

I had told Steven to meet me at his aunt’s
house at eleven thirty so that we had a half hour to set up and
make sure everyone was out of the house. His cousin, Alexis, was
eight months old, but apparently had never been able to sleep in
her own room. She cried anytime she was left alone, but she never
really calmed down, even when someone was in there with her. I had
a feeling I would be banishing something today.

When I pulled up in front of Steven’s aunt’s
house, there were more cars parked on the street than usual and I
had the horrible impression that all of the owners were inside the
house I was going into. I don’t advertise what we do; people ask
questions, or talk and rumors start to spread. I took a deep breath
and grabbed the backpack I brought with me and walked up to the
front door. Steven opened it before I could knock and pulled me
inside with a hug.

“Hey!” He said brightly and I was overwhelmed
with the most fantastic, mouth-watering aromas. I would be forced
to stay for lunch when we were done. I composed myself and hitched
a glare onto my face. “I know, I know! But don’t worry, they’re all
outside and most of them don’t know what we’re doing.”

“Most?” I asked in a strangled whisper.

“Well, my aunt and mom, obviously, and my
Abuela.” he listed off easily.

“She’s not gonna throw holy water on me again
is she?” The first time I met Steven’s grandmother, it hadn’t gone
smoothly.

“No!” He said, waving his hands at me
frantically. “She misunderstood, you know, you being white and
all.”

“Promise?” I demanded.

“Yes, she was the one who insisted on lunch
to thank you.”

“Oh… well, then, I guess that’s ok.” There
was no way I was going to say no to homemade Mexican food.

“So, where’s Jodi?” Steven asked.

“She’s not feeling great,” I said as I slowly
turned around, trying to get a feel for the entire house. “I got a
text from her before I left that said she was gonna try to knock
out on cold meds to get better.”

“Ah,” Steven said simply with a nod of his
head.

“Ok, go out and get Alexis, make sure your
aunt knows to keep everyone out, and I mean it. Until we’re done no
one can come in.” I turned to go find Alexis’ room when Steven
stopped me.

“We’re done? I’m helping?” He looked
genuinely confused.

“Of course?” It came out a question. Why
wouldn’t he want to help?

“Oh, ok…”

“What’s up? You don’t want to help?”

“No! I do, I just thought you understood they won’t think I can do
this stuff.” He gestured at the room at large.

“If they stay out, they wont see you do
anything. Mostly you’re just helping me, you can tell them that.
Like handing me stuff or helping set up.”

“That’s not all I’m doing, right?” He seemed
offended.

“Of course not! Right now you’re going to go
get Alexis.” I grinned at him and walked away. I didn’t need him to
tell me where her room was; the heavy angry energy was pulling me
towards it. Before I opened the door, which was white with Alexis’
name decorated on it at chest level, I mimicked a pentagram over my
body the way a Catholic would cross himself. I took one last breath
of fresh air before I opened the door and stepped in.

No wonder the poor baby couldn’t sleep in
here! Who could? It was practically rancid, but I knew the parents
couldn’t feel it. Children can still see and feel the magical world
around us. As we grow up we lose our belief and eventually can’t
see it or feel it unless, like Steven, Jodi and I, we work very
hard at keeping our eyes open.

I had laid out a large white cloth on the
floor, set up a bowl of consecrated water at one corner, a bowl of
pure dirt in another and a candle in the middle when Steven came
in, a plastic bag in one hand and Alexis on his hip. She was trying
to get away from him when he stepped inside, but I knew it was more
that she was trying to get out of the room. Then she looked and saw
me and smiled a huge, nearly toothless smile at me, reaching her
arms out to me excitedly. I laughed and reached for her,
transferring her to my hip and bouncing her instinctively.

Steven knelt down and started pulling out the
items I told him to get for me, setting the sage in front of the
candle and the jar of rainwater at the top edge of the cloth.

“Ok, angel, now what’s going on here?” I
looked into Alexis’ eyes as I talked to her. Most people don’t talk
to babies like this, but I found I got farther with her if I
treated her like an equal. She sniffled quietly, like she was ready
to cry, and pointed at the corner that her crib was near. I turned
and faced it and she buried her face into the hollow of my
shoulder, tangling one hand into my hair, clinging for dear life. I
reached out and felt a sticky, hot void taking up the space
at the head of her crib in between it and the wall. I pulled back
and had the sense of an angry man staring back at me, radiating
hate. “Is that the boogie man, angel?” I used a term that most
children knew.

“Ba! Ba!” she said angrily pointed at the
black mass.

“That means bad,” Steven said, standing
beside me, staring at the corner.

“Is he bad, angel?” I asked her and she
nodded, tears welling up in her chocolate brown eyes. “Ok, angel,
don’t cry, Auntie Shay is going to make him go away.” I hugged her
close to me and then gave her back to Steven. “Take her back to her
mother and come back.”

While he was gone, I blessed the rainwater he
had gathered and settled into the lotus position to center myself.
Steven came in and I held the rainwater up over my head for him to
take. “Go around the entire inside of the house and flick the water
with your fingers at the walls, creating a circle and say our usual
banishing.” I didn’t need to give him any more instruction than
that. I was very grateful for his help; a two-hour ritual for one
person would now take less than an hour with both of us.

In the end I felt electric; static crackled
in my hair and I could almost see the tiny white sparks at the ends
of my fingertips. I took a deep breath, testing the air in the
room. It was clean and fresh as if it had just rained. I looked
into the corner and reached out. He was gone, gone for good.
As Steven created the circle around the house, I built the shields
on the outside after we banished the boogie man. We became linked
for the short period of time that we were working and I was able to
call to him mentally without touching him to bring Alexis in for
the final test. When I brought her back into the room she was tense
at first, but as I coaxed her to look around, she relaxed so
suddenly that I had to relax my hold on her. She giggled easily
like a bubbling spring and bounced in my arms.

Lunch was ridiculously wonderful; there
really is nothing like homemade Mexican food. I ate enough carnitas
tacos to last me a year and Alexis kept reaching for me over the
table so her mother and I passed her back and forth between
courses. Everyone seemed lighter, happier than they ever had when
in this house. Steven hugged me at one point, seeing the joy on his
aunt’s face and he was almost in tears. It was times like these
that I loved my work.

About three hours later, as the cold winds
were ripping up the neighborhood, Steven walked me out to my car;
his earlier joy was fading quickly. He had today’s paper in his
hands and he was clutching it tightly in his fist.

“What’s up?” I asked after tossing my gear
into the passenger seat.

“Did you see today’s paper?” His usually
bright eyes were cold and lifeless.

“No…” He handed me the paper without a word.
It was the local edition, catering to just our county. On the front
page, in bold letters, along the bottom of the page was the
caption: “County Sheriffs are at a Loss”. There was a small picture
of three goats lying on their sides, their throats split wide in
the black and gray. I scanned the story quickly, my stomach
knotting up instantly and threatening to revisit lunch. The story
detailed the findings of a ritual they were already labeling as
Satanic.

“You have got to be kidding,” I whispered
angrily.

“Nope,” Steven said looking past me down the
street at nothing. The story claimed that they had found stubs of
black candles spaced evenly apart and a chalk outline of what they
thought was a circle, but it had been haphazardly wiped away. The
goats were inside the ruined circle. It had taken place last night
in some remote part of Ojai in a wooded area of a park that was
usually off limits to hikers. The article went on to say that the
police believe that something or someone interrupted the ritual and
that was why it wasn’t properly cleaned up and all the evidence was
left behind. Unfortunately, not one fingerprint, partial or whole,
was found on anything.

“Great!” I yelled, letting my temper have
sway for a moment and throwing the paper on the sidewalk. “We won’t
be able to do anything for who knows how long!” Whenever selfish
bastards like these ones got it into their heads to dabble in the
black arts, it always loused things up for those of us who took
this stuff seriously. If they were serious they wouldn’t have left
this stuff behind to be found.

“Good thing we didn’t have anything planned,”
Steven said still in that cold voice that didn’t sound like
himself.

“Do you realize all the work we’ll have to do
to clean up their messes when they’re finally caught?! This is my
town, damn it!” I wasn’t yelling anymore, but I did kick the paper
insolently, huffing and puffing.

“You’ll need to tell Deb.”

“She’ll know.”

“We should talk to her anyway.”

“I know,” I slumped against my car, covering
my eyes with my right hand.

“Hey,” Steven suddenly sounded like himself
again. “Don’t forget, we have dinner plans with Jodi tonight.” I
thought about my stomach and how I had stretched it beyond all
recognition over lunch. Dinner did not sound appetizing at all.

“Yeah, yeah,” I pushed off of my car, gave
Steven a hug, and walked over to the driver’s side. “Listen; work
on your shields before dinner. Maybe it is amateurs and maybe it’s
not. I don’t want to take any chances.” I took off down the street,
making my way home, gripping the steering wheel tight enough to
make my knuckles white, lined with red blood vessels.

Even if they were amateurs, this close to
Halloween, they were dabbling with things no one should even
contemplate. I just needed to know if we were dealing with kids or
adults? Satanists or Voodoo worshipers?


Chapter 7

I tried not to dwell on the newspaper
article. Until I had some real information there wasn’t anything I
could do. It was Deb’s day off, so my main source for real
information was out of reach. It was difficult though; I couldn’t
understand how the discovery had been made so quickly. If the
ritual took place last night, then how did it make this morning’s
paper? Could they have been tipped off? If it wasn’t important
enough to be the big story, then why stop the presses over it?
Maybe it was on the border of some star’s property. There were a
few hidden movie stars living up there that wouldn’t want that kind
of thing going on around them.

I was so angry about it that I was willing to
go out –letting my spiritual self leave my body to gather
information from the other planes – in the middle of the day
without Steven and Jodi to watch out. I knew better than to cast or
got out when I was angry. The volatile energy you could tap
into was so much more accessible and tempting than the cool
controlled energy that took discipline to command. But angry energy
was eager to be used and could potentially use you instead.

I drove north, past Ojai and past Santa
Barbara and Goleta, taking the San Marcos Pass into the mountains,
leaving the freeway far behind me. I turned on to the winding,
unpredictable Painted Cave road and found a turn-off I was sure I
wasn’t supposed to drive on but it meant I was able to leave any
wandering cars behind me.

After I parked I started climbing. The rock
surfaces broke away under my fingers occasionally with the
consistency of sand, but I kept going. I had once found a grassy
ledge when Steven, Jodi, and I had come out here on a fieldtrip to
see the Painted Caves and I had wandered off on my own. The
residual magic here permeated everything. No matter what the
weather, it always seemed like a mild summer’s day. I was still
aware of the wind and the biting cold, but it just didn’t affect me
like it did outside of this place.

I felt cool soft grass under my fingers
finally and pulled myself up onto the ledge, turning to sit with my
legs dangling over the edge and took in the breathtaking view. I
was able to center myself without even thinking about it. Smiling
to myself, I brushed my hands over the grass, letting the blades
tickle my palms. Finally, knowing I was already going to be late
for my dinner plans, I brought my legs up and crawled to the middle
of the ledge and lay down in the soft cushion of grass.

I relaxed my spine with deep, slow breaths
and reached up to fan my hair out away from my head. I kicked my
shoes off and worked off my socks with my toes, pushing them away
with my feet. I rested my arms just away from my body with my palms
down on the grass and my legs straight out and slightly apart. I
could feel the warmth of the sun on my bare face trying to break
through the overcast sky. I took another breath and closed my
eyes.

I had the sensation of falling through the
ground, my body an anchor in the earth and my sense of self melting
away. My body sank a few inches into the ground; my hair, hands and
feet merged with the grass and disappeared into it, becoming part
of it. I could taste the dry earth in my mouth; I breathed it into
myself, becoming the earth, returning to it. My heartbeat slowed
and reality changed in one fluid wave of the ocean.

I was standing in a circle of trees, grown so
close together they were almost one hollow tree. I reached out and
touched one with the flat of my hand, asking silently for passage.
Suddenly the ground trembled beneath my feet and the circle
expanded, a break growing between two of the trees, just large
enough for me to pass through. I stepped out into the mossy forest
floor, aware of the sound of the ocean crashing against the beach
in the distance.

Following the sound, answering its call, I
found my way out of the forest, stepping out onto a twilit beach.
The sand was cool between my toes and the sea salted air wafted
gently around me. The sun had just passed beyond the horizon. I
turned, searching the beach for the source of the pull still
tugging at me. I could see the glow of silver coming towards me at
a steady pace; instinctively I started towards it to meet it in the
middle.

Sooner than I thought possible the light
began to take shape as we neared each other and the painfully
beautiful face of my guardian angel was smiling at me, just yards
away. His black and silver wings opened around him in a deafening
crack of thunder, but I didn’t flinch; somehow I had known it was
going to happen. He stopped and reached out for me, the tide rose
and was lapping at our ankles, soaking the hem of my jeans. I
closed the distance between us and he pulled me in close, enfolding
us both with his wings and we were one.

I felt the weak sunlight on my face again and
opened my eyes to the white and gray expanse of sky. I came back to
myself, blinking rapidly to clear my vision and slowly extracted my
fingers and feet from the ground. My hair tangled with the roots of
the grass, but, with a little effort, they released me. I shivered
as a breeze found its way up the mountain and wrapped around me,
pressing the wet cuffs of my jeans to my ankles.

I reached for my socks and shoes to pull them
back on. My angel didn’t know who had done the casting last night,
but knew that it was damaging the delicate fabric of good energy
people like me had been creating over the years. When I couldn’t
understand how he couldn’t know who it was, he explained that
something was blocking them from sensing their identity. That alone
was enough to scare me.

 


As I drove down the mountain back into the
real world I could hear my cell phone beeping at me as it went in
and out of service. I knew I probably had half a dozen voicemails
from both Steven and Jodi wanting to know where I was. I chose to
ignore the phone and make my way back into the county before
calling them back, knowing that with my service cutting in and out
it would just be too frustrating to try and figure out their
messages.

I tried not to race down the freeway, but the
sun had already set and I knew I was even later than I realized. We
were supposed to meet for dinner at Jodi’s favorite Italian
restaurant around eight o’clock and, by the looks of things, I was
gonna be at least a half hour late. I sped off of the freeway at an
exit I knew most people wouldn’t have taken, but it would help me
miss street traffic and get me to the restaurant quicker. I parked
behind the building and went running in. People were standing
outside waiting for tables in little clusters, almost hugging the
building to escape the cold. I knew the inside would be even more
packed, having pushed these poor people out. But that’s what the
city’s best garlic bread will do to people.

I pulled open the door to a wave of heat and
press of bodies. People shuffled out of my way as I maneuvered
between them, trying to look over their heads to see if I could see
Jodi or Steven at a table. This was a small, family run restaurant
with no more than twenty tables and booths set tightly together.
The couple that owned it had started out as mom and dad but now,
over twenty years later they were more like grandma and grandpa.
Grandma saw me and smiled, (we were regulars here) coming around
the bar and cash register to hug me.

“Hi,” I said with a smile over the noise of a
dozen conversations. “I’m meeting Jodi and Steven, but I don’t see
them?”

“I haven’t seen them, honey,” she said a
little confused. “But here, I’ll seat you and they can join you
when they get here.” She was already walking away from me before I
could protest. I knew all those waiting people wouldn’t understand
why some teenager got a table so quickly. But I kept quiet; I have
learned there’s really no arguing with Grandmothers. “Here you go,
sweetie.” She beamed at me and hurried away. She had sat me in a
back booth, giving the illusion that I had gone to meet someone
instead of cutting ahead of all of those waiting people.

I pulled out my phone and didn’t see any
missed calls so I called my voicemail and heard the automated voice
tell me that I had two messages, which I knew meant two
cancellations. Great.

“Hey, babe,” I heard Jodi say through a
cough. “I got sick at that stupid game last night! I don’t,” she
coughed again, “damnit! I don’t know why they don’t let the girls
wear pants in that stupid uniform!” She had made the mistake of
yelling in her frustration and went straight into a hacking and
coughing fit. Instinctively I recoiled from the phone as if she
could contaminate me through the speaker. “Anyway, sorry, kiss
Steven for me. Jay’s coming over and we’re gonna watch movies. Call
me tomorrow and make sure I didn’t die.” Message deleted.

The next message started and I heard Steven
yelling in Spanish to someone in the background before speaking
into the phone. “Sorry babe. God…” he sighed and was using his
annoyed voice. “So my mom says I don’t spend enough time with the
family and since every freaking one of them is still here I have to
stay too.” I could almost hear him roll his eyes. “So anyway, kiss
Jodi for me and call me tomorrow.” Great.

If I got up and left now it would be totally
insulting. The bus boy brought me a water and coke and smiled shyly
and rushed away. I didn’t really have a problem eating alone, but I
hated being cancelled on last minute. Guess I should have checked
my phone before I came in. Go me.

Good thing I’m always prepared. I pulled my
journal out of my purse and started writing. Inspiration hit as I
thought of this morning and Alexis and I found myself writing a
poem based on my spell. I ordered the chicken dish I almost always
ordered and went back to the page, trying to block out all the
voices around me. As I finished the last two lines, I heard very
similar voices float back to me over the din of the restaurant.
Curiosity got the best of me and I looked up at the booth in front
of me and realized, just a second too late, that I was looking at
the back of Jensen’s head. I could see the slightly larger outline
of Ian on the opposite side of the booth.

“I’m done talking about this,” Ian’s voice
sounded very much like a growl. “You better listen to me. We had an
agreement; we’re not changing things now. It’s too damn late.” He
stood up, not waiting for a response, and stormed out of the
restaurant.

“More garlic bread, Shayna dear?” Grandma
asked brightly, a steaming basket in her hand. My whole face
contracted into a tight mask, holding my breath, hoping I wasn’t as
red faced as I felt. I looked up and saw that Jensen had turned in
his seat at the sound of my name.

“Oh, no, that’s--”

“We’d love some.” My stomach dropped as
Jensen slid smoothly into the bench across from me, flashing a
smile at Grandma.

“Oh, are you joining Shay?” She asked.

“Well, since we’re both alone, I figure that
gives you an extra table.”

“Thank you, dear.” She set the basket down
and winked at me a little too obviously before turning away to go
back into the kitchen.

“So we meet again,” he said. I looked up at
him and saw just how pleased he seemed to be with himself, even
after an argument with his brother.

“Yes, we must stop running into each other
like this. Really, we must,” I said.

“Now, now, is that any way to talk to your
boyfriend?”

“What?” The couple behind me choked on their
wine at my outburst. I felt the heat rise in my cheeks. I leaned
over the table a little and whispered angrily, “What are you
talking about?”

“Oh come on, the whole school’s talking about
it.” He was really enjoying this.

“What?”

“How we’re dating now.”

“We’re not dating,” I protested.

Just then our waiter set our food down in
front of us. “Oh no, we’re not together.” I tried to explain but
Grandma had already sat a couple at the booth Jensen had been
sitting at, filling the restaurant again. “What is happening to
today!” I asked the ceiling, slumping down in the booth.

“Hmm, very interesting…” I looked at him and
saw that he had picked up my journal and was thumbing through
it.

“What the hell are you doing?” I demanded as
I snatched it away.

“That must be a replacement; it isn’t much of
a grimoire.” The word floored me; not many people knew it.

“It’s just a journal,” I said as I held the
book protectively against my chest. He was smirking at me, one
eyebrow raised. It dawned on me; I shouldn’t know what a grimoire
was either. A grimoire, or a book of shadows, was a witch’s spell
book, basically. You write spells, thoughts, anything it in, but
its main purpose is a spell book. I chose to ignore the slip.

“Doesn’t look like just a journal.” It almost
sounded like a question.

“Ok.”

“And there’s that witty repartee that I’ve
come to enjoy so much.” He smiled again, picking up his fork and
starting to twine his spaghetti. I had lost my appetite. He took a
large bite and stared at me while he chewed; no one looks good
while they chew.

“Ok,” he said, wiping his mouth on his
napkin. “Obviously I’ve done something to offend you. I would like
the opportunity to correct that, but you have to tell me what
exactly it is that I did that upset you so much.” He pushed his
plate away and folded his hands on top of the table, looking at me
expectantly. It was very difficult to remain cold and silent when
he set those baby blues on you.

“Well…” I hesitated; did I really want to
have this conversation? If I didn’t, would he continue to pester me
until I did? Yes. “Look, you just, I don’t know…” I looked around
the restaurant like the words were hidden in the walls and I could
find them. “You just creeped me out that first day. You know, first
impressions are the strongest.” I shrugged at the end, hoping I’d
said enough to drive him off. He really was too distracting for me
right now.

“And not to mention I saw what you did in the
parking lot, or at least what you started to do and that pissed you
off.” He said it so calmly; he was challenging me to deny what we
both know he saw.

“What? That I happened to see my friend being
abused by her boyfriend and was about to intervene when your
brother showed up to handle things? So?” I was very impressed with
how controlled both my breathing and voice were.

“How did you know to come running just
then?”

“What?”

“You weren’t anywhere around and all of a
sudden you came running out into the parking lot and then stopped
suddenly and started doing something to the ground.” My mouth went
dry.

“I could hear Nick yelling.” I was staring
him straight in the eye; I didn’t want to give him any reason to
say I was lying.

“Look,” he lowered his voice and leaned over
the edge of the table towards me. “You can say you didn’t do what
we both know you did all you want. You knew something was happening
to Tracy. You couldn’t have heard Nick from your locker and you did
something to the ground but stopped when Ian showed up.”

“Fine, maybe I did know something was
happening to Tracy. She’s a friend of mine, we all knew what that
asshole was doing to her, and I just had a gut feeling something
was happening. Call it women’s intuition.” Sometimes the truth is
best and that was pretty much the truth after all.

“Fine. But why are you refusing to answer me
about the ground?” He narrowed his eyes at me, all the blue of his
iris concentrating on the gray in the middle.

“Maybe because I don’t know what you’re
talking about.” I was gripping my glass now, directing all of my
pent up energy into it. Not really a bright idea.

“Lying does not become you.” He sat up
straight again, smoothing out his light gray sweater over his
stomach. “You cracked the asphalt for Christ’s sake.”

“You do realize we live in Southern
California right?” I had a sarcastic edge to my voice. “Parking
lots around here are littered with cracks and potholes. We have
these funny little things called earthquakes, get them all the
time.”

“You know I don’t believe you.”

“Ok.” I said and he grinned, but I could tell
he was trying not to.

“You’re not going to answer for that, are
you?”

“Why should I? I answered your question about
Tracy, but have you explained why you glared at me like a freak
that first day?” Tit for tat. He took a deep breath in through his
nose. His chest rose with the effort, holding it in for longer than
normal before finally sighing and nodding.

“You’re right, I’m not playing fair. But,” he
held up a finger, inclining his head slightly, “I really don’t
think you’ll admit to it if I tell you why.”

“So?”

“I don’t like people reading me without my
permission,” he said straight and to the point with a flat
voice.

“What are you talking about?” As if I didn’t
know.

“You have very good control, I’ll give you
that, at least when you’re not upset, but you practically glow with
power and I don’t appreciate people reading me without my
permission.” He stressed the word this time, daring me to make him
explain with so many people in close proximity, not that anyone
could hear us in the crowded restaurant.

“And when I am upset?” I wasn’t going to give
him this yet; I wanted to see if he really did know what he was
talking about first.

“Well, I’ve taken to carrying antacids with
me at school. Not really something most seventeen-year-olds should
have to worry about.”

“Your stomach issues are not my fault,” I
said flatly.

“When I’m around you and you’re upset and
projecting, yes they are.” He was very sure of what he said. I was
going to make him put it in plain English before I conceded this
very important fact.

“I’m still not sure what you’re talking
about.” I realized I had melted all of the ice in my glass.

“I hope you’re not trying to insult my
intelligence,” he said. I gave him a small smile and tilted my head
to the side, waiting patiently like he had. The silence stretched
between us, becoming thicker, almost tangible like a rope
connecting us across a deep ravine that he wanted to pull me
into.

I was very aware of his breathing pattern and
the rise and fall of his chest, the color rising just under his
ears and the perfect right angles of his cheekbones. I could cut my
wrists on those cheekbones. “Ok, fine, have it your way then,” he
said, a hint of sadness behind the words.

“I haven’t decided whether or not you have an
uncanny awareness of other’s emotions, or if you are affected by
them and can affect others, or maybe—as I fear—you feed on them,”
he said that last with a true hint of fear in his voice.

“Feed on other’s emotions?” That concept
bothered me; it sounded dangerous, evil maybe. I had a sour taste
in my mouth. He didn’t say anything, not even a nod of his head. “I
don’t like the sound of that.” I pushed my glass away from me and
brought my hands down to my lap. “I don’t do that.”

“All right.” He gave the smallest of nods
and, although I couldn’t feel the relief from him, his eyes did
brighten a little. “I have a feeling you are waiting to tell me
which of the other two are correct.”

“Very intuitive of you.” The busboy came
around just then. Grandma knew to leave us alone when we came in,
knowing we’d get up to pay when we were done. I shot the busboy a
look and sent to him to go away and it worked. It worked
like it should but didn’t work on Jensen.

“Well?” He prompted after the busboy scurried
off. “What is the question you have for me before you’ll answer
mine?” Too intuitive.

“How do you keep me from reading you?” He had
used the term so I felt safe enough using it too.

“You really don’t know?”

“I have my guesses,” I paused, “now anyway.”
As soon as this conversation took a turn for the worse, I knew my
secrets were out on display for him because I must be sitting
across from a kindred spirit or enemy. Either way, he had secrets
he was keeping that were just as important as mine. He was blocking
me intentionally and I knew that now.

“It’s a type of shield.” It was a simple
answer, probably cryptic to some, but I understood what shields
were. Most people would think of them as invisible force fields
like you see in Sci-fi movies, which is pretty much what they are,
except they aren’t created electronically.

“A pretty strong one then,” I said. My
shields and the ones Jodi and Steven had protected us from evil
influences, like protective little bubbles keeping unwanted
entities and negative energy away from us. I hadn’t known anyone
who was able to create a shield that made them an emotionless void
to the world.

“I’ve been working on it for a long time.” He
suddenly looked tired, sad almost.

“I’ve only ever seen shields that keep
negativity away and could make you less noticeable to people, not
like what you’re doing.”

“Sometimes you need to protect against more
than just energy.” I had the feeling he wanted to tell me
something, but didn’t yet feel like it was safe enough. His eyes
were suddenly hard again as he fixed them on mine, holding me in
his stare. “Now, your turn again.”

“I’m an Empath,” I said simply, deciding
there wasn’t much harm in telling him this. It wasn’t necessarily a
magical ability; many people have the ability to be attuned to
other people’s feelings and had an inherent ability to calm or
comfort. Good mothers and doctors can do it and no one thinks twice
about it. But that really doesn’t do my ability justice.

“Could you elaborate?”

“I don’t feed on people’s emotions. I can
feel them, very acutely, and yes, they can and do affect me and, if
someone lets me, I can affect them.”

“How much?”

“How much, what?”

“How much do they affect you?”

“It depends on the person and the
emotion.”

“Would you be willing to give me an example
of when someone’s affected you?” He seemed eager suddenly, making
me nervous. My shields flared suddenly, growing stronger and wider
around me. “Sorry… I was just curious how it worked,” Jensen said,
glancing away from me.

“Pain is the hardest to block out,” I said.
“If someone I know or feel a connection to is in pain, physical or
emotional, I suffer through it with them.”

“Tracy.” It was a statement and I didn’t see
any use in denying it. I nodded.

“Nick had been bruising her stomach and back
and for weeks I thought I had broken ribs.”

“She probably did.” His face darkened. It had
a very interesting effect on his eye color, making them dark like a
sea in a storm.

“Yeah, probably.” I traced designs on the
table with my finger in the droplets of water from my glass.
“Anyway, since I had been so attuned to her for so long I knew
immediately something was wrong that day that Ian stopped Nick,” I
shrugged, not much more to explain. I saw his jaw tighten briefly
at the end of my explanation; it seemed an odd reaction to a happy
ending.

“And you can affect how others feel?”

“Maybe.” I had given up a lot in this
conversation and I wasn’t sure how much more I wanted to give.

“Fair enough.” I wanted to press him about
his knowing about shields and everything else, but his demeanor and
tone of voice had changed and I had the feeling he wasn’t in the
mood for another battle. “Listen, can I ask you a favor?”

“Sure,” I agreed, thinking of my pepper spray
in my purse.

“Ian was my ride and, well, you saw him storm
out. Think you could give me a ride home?” Alone in a car with
Jensen, was that a good idea? Maybe not, but it was tempting.

“Sure.”

“Thanks.” I was lucky enough to see that
true, genuine smile again and suffered through the swarm of
butterflies again. He pulled out his wallet and started taking out
money. I could tell it was enough for us both.

“No, you don’t have –”

“Hey, you’re giving me a ride home, it’s the
least I could do.” He had already put the money down and weighted
it down with the Parmesan shaker and stood up, pulling his jacket
on. I considered arguing but figured it was probably useless. I
slid out of the booth and reached for my jacket. He caught it as it
swung out and held it up for me to help me into it. I hesitated,
but let him help me.

We made our way through the crowded
restaurant; he reached the door first and held it open for me,
standing back. As I stepped past him, he touched the small of my
back with his free hand, ushering me out. I felt the warmth of his
fingertips through the thick wool of my jacket.

It was a relatively silent drive to his
house, but at least it was blessedly short. It turned out he lived
in my neighborhood, just a few blocks over. Not that it was all
that surprising; if he lived too far away he’d be enrolled at our
rival high school. I pulled up to the curb outside his house,
letting the engine idle loudly, purring like a contented tiger. He
reached for the handle, turning his body towards the door,
hesitating for a second, not really staring out the window.

I had the sudden horrible thought that he
might try to kiss me goodnight like this was a date or something. I
kept both hands securely on the steering wheel and my eyes forward
and tried to keep my breathing normal.

“You know,” he said quietly, turning his face
slightly towards me but not his body, “It’s ok not to hate me.” It
was probably the saddest voice I had ever heard; my stomach ached
with the urge to comfort such a pitiful sound.

“I don’t, I don’t…” It was like someone had
hit me in the back of the head with a baseball bat. I was so
confused by such a blunt statement that I was fumbling for the
words. “I mean, that’s not… you shouldn’t…” He pulled on the door
handle and pushed at the door to step out. The icy wind rushed
inside behind him, swirling with the heat from the car vents. He
leaned down, one hand still on the door and the other on the roof
of the car.

“Just in case you did, I wanted you to know
it’s not too late to change your mind.” He smiled then, softly and
not showing any teeth, not even crinkling the corners of his eyes,
eyes that seemed to be searching my face for reassurance. I knew,
horribly, that my face was slack jawed and stunned. He stepped back
and shut the door, suddenly cutting off the cold air with one last
gust.

I watched him walk to his front door and go
inside, never looking back at me. He must have turned off the porch
light, leaving the house completely in shadow, but I didn’t
remember seeing the light go out. I had lost myself watching him
walk away while his words echoed in my mind. I shivered, realizing
my fingers ached with the effort of holding on to the steering
wheel. I came back to myself and drove away.


Chapter 8

For the first time in weeks I went to bed not
thinking about my repeated nightmare and for the first time in
weeks I woke up naturally as my room brightened in the morning
light. I was confused at first, so used to waking up covered in
sweat and injured somehow. I stretched luxuriously in the warm,
untangled sheets. I could smell the coffee all the way to the back
of the house and realized it must not be all that late yet, another
nice surprise.

I wandered down the hall after slipping on my
Jack Skellington and Sally slippers, making a beeline for the
coffee pot. My mom was curled up on the couch under a flannel
blanket reading a book, bi-focals perched on her nose, and my dad
reclined in his Lazy-Boy with the paper open and the morning news
on the T.V.

“Morning, honey,” my mom called lightly as I
passed the living room. I waved in her general direction, my sights
still set on the coffee pot.

“New reports this morning are coming out of
Ojai as Ventura County Sheriffs are still baffled by the findings
of another apparent animal sacrifice.” I heard the anchorwoman say
loud and clear all the way in the kitchen. Luckily, I hadn’t picked
up my coffee cup yet; I probably would have dropped it in the shock
that surged through my body.

“Not this again,” I heard my dad’s rough
grumble.

“A quiet Saturday night was marred by the
findings in the woods of a park and this morning. Four hikers
stumbled upon the remains of blood and feathers. Concerned for the
local wildlife, they called park rangers who then informed the
local police.” The composed anchorwoman continued. “A spokesperson
for the parks department has said that the animal blood appears to
be from chickens, which they are certain do not live in this area.
A deputy sheriff stated that the findings of a possible ritual from
Friday night were not found this time.”

“They appear to have taken the time to clean
up after themselves this time and we believe were possibly
interrupted during the cleanup, which would explain why the blood
and feathers were left behind.” The cool, monotone voice of the
officer said.

“What makes you think they were interrupted?”
an on-scene reporter asked, thrusting the microphone in the
officer’s face.

“The area was trampled down and there were
signs of a struggle.”

“Do you think this is a serious group of
individuals or possibly just some wayward kids doing this?” The
reporter asked.

“Whether or not it’s a group of adults or
kids it doesn’t really matter, this is serious. They have killed
animals twice that we know of and we are asking for any information
from anyone who may be able to lead us to these individuals before
they progress to more serious acts of violence.” The officer’s face
looked almost gray.

“Are you saying, sir, that you believe these
individuals would possibly move on to murdering people?” You could
hear the saliva building in the reporter’s voice.

“We wouldn’t want to speculate or accuse
anyone of that, but the fact is that they are slaughtering animals
and that is enough to raise concern.” The officer was backpedaling;
his monotone voice suddenly had a different quality to it, almost
fear. “Thank you, I think that’ll be all.” The officer stepped
quickly away from the reporter before she could stop him with
another question.

“Well, there you have it, adults or children,
the local police department is at a loss and obviously concerned.
If you have any information leading to the detainment of these
individuals please call your local police department.” They cut
back to the newsroom and the local weather report detailing another
week of clouds, wind, rain and below average temperatures. I went
back into the kitchen and made myself a cup of coffee. I snatched
up my cell phone once back in my room and hit the speed dial.

“Hello?” A groggy voice picked up.

“Steven! How can you still be sleeping! Have
you seen the news?” My voice was an octave higher than normal.

“If I’m still sleeping, how could I have seen
the news?” his voice was muffled. I had the mental image of him
talking into his pillow.

“There was another ritual last night!”

“What?” He’d come out of the pillows.

“Yeah, well, they could only find some animal
blood and chicken feathers this time, but it was really close to
the same place as Friday night.”

“A second ritual so quickly?” he sounded as
confused as I felt.

“Well, they think they only got interrupted
when they were cleaning up this time, so maybe they got interrupted
the first time before they could finish, so they did it again last
night and got through the whole thing.” I speculated. It did sound
plausible; risky, but plausible.

“What ritual is so important that they’d risk
doing it two nights in a row?”

“I don’t know, but that can’t be a good
thing…” my voice was distant to me, like a fading echo. “Hey, is
Jodi feeling any better?”

“What?”

“Oh, she cancelled last night, too, because
she was sick from the game. I figured you’d know.”

“Oh, well if Jay was there she wouldn’t be
calling me, distracted yanno.” I could hear his grin in his
voice.

“Yeah, well, listen, I’m gonna jump in the
shower. Call her and see if she’s better, we need to go see Deb and
talk about this.”

“Yeah, see ya in an hour or so?” Steven asked
through a yawn.

“Yeah, or so.” We both hung up and I hurried
to the bathroom, calling out to my parents that I was getting into
the shower to keep them from running the water while I was in
there.

I rushed through blow drying my hair, not
wanting to go out in the cold with wet hair, but i didn’t bother
with make-up. I threw on a pair of jeans, a sweater, a pair of
boots and my coat and scarf before rushing out of the house. I
called out to my parents again that I was going shopping at the
mall for the day, slamming my door on the way out, cutting off my
parents’ goodbyes.

 


We walked into a very crowded Oak, Ash and
Thorn. Jodi had made it out with us after hearing the news reports
herself. She was mainly suffering from the sniffles now, but we
stowed her away in the backseat to keep her from breathing on
either one of us. I wasn’t entirely surprised to see so many people
crammed into the tiny store after the coverage the animal
slaughtering and supposed Satanic cult was getting on the news;
superstitious people come out in droves when something like that
happens.

We waded through the press of hot bodies,
looking blindly for the counter. I saw the usually full basket of
sage bundles was empty except for a few stray leaves and broken
thread. The amulets that hung from the necklace display were picked
over and only a few still hung there. The crystal display was
depleted, with fragments and dust from broken stones littering the
carpet at the shelves. It was like a hospital waiting room when a
meat recall hit the news. People went freaking nuts.

I felt Steven grab my left hand and I knew
that Jodi was holding on to his right, making a chain out of the
three of us as we pushed through the crowd. Ugh! There are so
many people touching me! Steven’s bright red thoughts hissed in
our minds. I didn’t blame him though. I, too, had a problem with
this many people popping my personal bubble, but what could we
do?

This has got to be a fire code violation.
How the hell can this many people fit in here and not break
something? Even Jodi’s thoughts sounded a little congested.

I don’t know… I gave a mental sigh
with my response. How are we gonna talk to Deb privately about
this with all these people around?

Seriously. Steven responded, sounding
as annoyed as I was. I didn’t blame the people for being scared.
After hearing the stupid police officer allude to the possible
attack on people, there was bound to be chaos. I was sure that the
Christian bookstores in the county were being ravaged just the
same.

Hey, I see her! I told the other two.
Really, in a store this small the front counter was only about ten
feet from the door, but, with twice the capacity of people inside,
it felt like miles.

“Hey! Deb!” I called out to her, standing on
my toes and waving my free arm over the heads of the people in my
way. Deb was trying to explain the differences between two amulets
to a bitty old lady who didn’t seem like she could hear all that
well, even in the quietest of rooms. Deb obviously hadn’t heard me.
“Deb!” I called to no avail. I gripped Steven’s hand a little
tighter, Ok, one, two, three!

“Deb!” the three of us called out in unison.
Deb’s head snapped up immediately and the ten or twenty people
around us went quiet and turned to stare at us. We all stared
resolutely ahead, right at Deb, refusing to acknowledge their
admonishing stares. I tried to convey a look of urgency on my face
and, luckily, she seemed to understand.

She nodded ever so slightly and then grabbed
a poor part-time employee who didn’t do too well with crowds and
pushed him in front of the customer she was trying to help. Deb
pointed to the back room where they gave tarot card and palm
readings and shuffled along behind the counter, making her way
there much easier than we were going to.

I gripped Steven’s hand tightly and pulled.
He did the same to Jodi. I turned my body and led with my right
shoulder and just started pushing. I heard the grumbling of some of
the customers, but I ignored them, continuing to cut a path to the
back of the store. In less time than it took us to get close to the
counter, we were stepping through the door that Deb held open to
us.

“And why do a group of children get special
attention over the rest of us?” An angry middle-aged woman demanded
of Deb when she started to pull the door closed.

“Because, ma’am, they have an appointment. If
you had an appointment for a reading, I would be stepping away to
help you as well. There is nothing special about this.” Deb always
sounded sweet, even when she was talking down to someone. The woman
tilted her chin up, not fooled by the tone, and turned back to her
friends.

As soon as I got inside and Deb finally
pulled the door shut, I doubled over, grabbing the table for
support. I took deep, fast breaths, expelling the noxious air that
I had to breathe with all those bodies. It had almost been too much
for me, like holding your breath underwater when the water is
swirling violently around you.

“Too many…” I managed to gasp, cradling my
stomach with one arm. Deb walked over to me, Steven and Jodi
standing out of the way; she placed her hands just over my
shoulders, but not touching me. It felt like she had slid her hands
under the collar of my coat, but I knew she hadn’t. She curled her
hands around something and pulled swiftly away from me, like
pulling a tablecloth off of a table. A gust of wind rushed through
the room with her flourish; she whispered something and then threw
her hands into the air, opening her fists.

I took one long, deep breath and felt a
hundred pounds lighter. “Thank you,” I moaned and fell into a
chair, my shoulders sagging with relief. Another time where being
an Empath totally sucked. When caught up in a situation with enough
adrenaline you could ignore pain and fatigue, but once you get out
of it, it all catches up to you and that’s exactly what was
happening to me now.

“Any time,” she smiled at me and took a seat
on the other side of the table and motioned for the other two to
sit with us. “I don’t know why this always happens. Those people
out there try to pretend this store doesn’t even exist most of the
time, but give them a good demonic scare and we’re more valuable
than their pastors or priests.”

“It’s stupid really,” Steven’s usual bright
face looked gray and moody.

“It really is,” I agreed. “They can buy all
the amulets, crystals, and sage that they want, but if they don’t
believe in them, they’ll do them no good.”

“Well, at least it’ll do something for our
revenue. So, kiddies, I take it that’s why you’ve come?” Deb looked
so calm and relaxed, it seemed out of place in the maelstrom of
people outside.

“Yeah. Do you know anything, or heard
anything?” I sat up straighter as I asked, Steven and Jodi
following my lead.

“Well, no one is sure who it might be, but
people are saying that they’re new people, not anyone who’s been
working up to this.” Deb stood and walked over to a table against
the wall where a coffee pot with hot water was sitting and started
to make us some tea.

“Wouldn’t we have noticed if new
people moved into town?” Steven asked, putting special
emphasis on the word since we all knew she was referring to
individuals who performed magic or had special powers.

“Haven’t you?” Deb turned, one cup of tea in
her hand and walked it over to Jodi. “Here, this’ll fix you right
up.”

“Thanks,” Jodi smiled a tired smile and
cupped her hands around the mug, breathing in the steam. Deb was a
healer; she could feel sickness and injuries like I could feel
emotions. She knew exactly what Jodi needed without hearing a list
of her symptoms.

“What do you mean?” Steven asked, accepting
the cup of Green tea from Deb after I took mine.

“Honey, you three are better than that.
What’s the temperature today?” Deb asked, stirring her cup
idly.

“I heard it’s like around 48 today,” I
answered.

“Well?” Deb prompted.

“You think the people slaughtering the
animals are the same people causing the weather change?”

“Honey, when you mess with the dark arts, you
throw everything out of balance,” Deb paused to sip her tea. “So,
you throw everything out of balance and nature is going to
respond.”

“What is wrong with me?” I was staring
blindly ahead. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

“Well, honey, don’t beat yourself up. After
all, it’s not like it’s July or anything. It is pretty close to
winter, so people just figured it’s the whole global warming thing
throwing the seasons outta whack.” Deb shrugged as if our
misperception was no big deal, but it bothered me, just as I knew
it bothered the other two.

“Ok, so, new people, what else? I
mean, does anyone believe the possible human sacrifice that idiot
cop mentioned?” I set my cup down, scooting to the edge of my seat.
Deb took a moment before responding, not looking at any of us.

“Well…” she started after what felt like an
eternity.

“Yes?” the three of us said in unison.

“Some of us have been casting for answers and
well…” Her brows knitted together, like she was searching for the
right words. “It’s like looking into a black hole.”

“What?” Steven asked before I could.

“We can’t see them.” She finally
looked at us, but her gaze lingered on me the longest, as if
willing me to understand. “We get close to where they are or what
their intentions are and then it’s like someone switches off a
light, they’re just gone.”

“Oh that’s just great!” It was like my
emotions were right at the surface these days and I was having a
hard time holding them back.

“What?” Steven and Jodi asked together.

“That means they aren’t freaking amateurs.
They aren’t stupid wannabe Goth kids trying to piss off their
parents! They know what they’re doing. They’re good enough to block
out a county’s worth of witches!” I was standing now, slamming my
fist on the table, and I couldn’t even remember when I had stood
up. Deb nodded in agreement before taking another sip. Steven and
Jodi had lost a little color from their faces, looking back and
forth from Deb and me.

“Well, now, just because they’re good doesn’t
mean they aren’t kids,” Deb corrected.

“What?” Steven asked again.

“Look at the three of you. People call you
kids and you’re three of the best I’ve ever known.” That was a huge
compliment coming from her.

“Oh good, well, let’s not try to narrow down
the list of suspects or anything,” Steven said sarcastically.

“Ok, so new people, screwing with
nature, probably just gonna get worse, may or may not be kids,” I
listed off a little angrily. “Anything else?”

“Well, there is the general consensus that
it’s all male energy that we’re getting.” Deb said carefully.

“Wait, if you can’t see them, how do
you know that?” Steven was leaning over the table now.

“We have someone on the inside in the
sheriff’s department. She’s let us know exactly where the crime
scenes are and people have been investigating the residual energy
there and everyone agrees it’s probably all men.”

“Wait! How come we don’t know where this is
happening?” I demanded.

“Because I don’t want the three of you
charging in like the Three Musketeers gone to save the day!” Deb
sounded very much like a mother just then.

“But we could be helping!” Jodi finally
interjected. I could hear her voice was stronger and she hadn’t
sniffed in over five minutes.

“No.” Deb’s voice held a tone of finality.
“We don’t know how many people are doing this and, while you three
are very, very good, you’re not going to risk your lives over
this.”

“But Deb, you said yourself your coven hasn’t
been able to do anything,” Steven said. “We don’t use Wiccan magic,
maybe we can figure this out.”

“No,” she said again, shaking her head. “You
may not be your average kids, but you are still minors. You can’t
expect me to just stand by and watch you guys risk your lives.” We
all stiffened at that; Deb wasn’t our mother no matter how maternal
she was and we couldn’t help but feel a little offended at her
telling us what we could or couldn’t do.

“Deb,” Jodi started, but I shook my head at
her to stop when Deb looked towards her.

“Ok, fine, Deb, you win today,” I said,
pushing my chair back under the table. “But will you keep us
informed if you hear anything else? Even the smallest thing? Every
one needs to be watching out for this.”

“Of course, Shayna, of course.” Deb watched
my face for a moment, a crease forming between her eyes. I could
feel her anxiety rolling off of her – she didn’t believe we would
stay out of this, but she also knew there was little she could do
to stop us. We all stood to leave, Deb hugging us each in turn. She
hugged me a little longer, lending me energy and power to reinforce
my shields to get through the molten mass of people on the other
side of the door. “Please,” she whispered to all three of us,
holding my hands, “Please, be careful.”

 


We drove straight to my house after leaving
Deb and the mob. Jodi called Jay on her cell canceling their lunch
date and rearranging for a dinner later in the evening. We stopped
inside to be polite, letting my parents know we were there before
stealing some food and drinks and making our way out to the tree
house. After opening the windows and pulling the food up on the
rope we had attached on the inside, I pulled a map of the county
out of my storage box and grabbed an amethyst pendulum that was
hanging on the wall.

We spread the map out between us and found
Ojai. I let the pendulum hang loosely from my right hand. Taking a
deep breath to steady myself, I forced myself to not think of the
point of the crystal and stared blankly at the map. Jodi and Steven
were sitting back on their heels watching expectantly as the
crystal circled slowly over the map. We were concentrating on the
idea of finding the location the slaughtering had occurred. The
crystal started making smaller and smaller circles, pulling harder
and harder on my hand. Dowsing with a pendulum is a delicate
balancing act of letting the pendulum guide you without
compromising it by directing it with your own intentions.

Suddenly, like an arrow shot from a bow, the
point of the crystal came to a stop on a spot on the map in a
wooded area of a public park. It was far off of the marked trail
for hikers and the markings on the map indicated it was probably
very hilly there. “Wow, that’s like a mile off of the trail,” Jodi
commented.

“Well, if you don’t want to get caught…”
Steven said.

“Still got caught. Twice.” Jodi corrected
him.

“You know…” I started, rubbing my chin with
my free hand.

“What?” Jodi prompted.

“Well, it could’ve been an animal that
interrupted them, but then again, if they’re new to the area like
Deb said, then maybe…” I chewed the inside of my lip thinking about
what I was saying.

“Maybe they aren’t picking well concealed
spots?” Jodi finished for me.

“Yeah.”

“That’s totally possible,” Steven agreed.
“But then, if they’re careless enough not to pick well concealed
spots, then who knows what they’re doing up there.”

“We don’t exactly pick concealed spots,” Jodi
said, looking back and forth between Steven and me.

“But we’re careful!” Steven protested.

“Even still, we cast on the beach and in open
fields!” Jodi continued, her voice rising a little.

“But we’re careful,” I said calmly. “If it’s
too open we have a look out. Otherwise we take precautions to keep
people from stumbling upon us; these guys don’t seem concerned
about that.”

“That’s true,” Jodi conceded.

“And we don’t do blood magic and they are,”
Steven said.

“And that’s what really worries me,” I said,
finally pulling the crystal away from the map and marking the spot
it pointed to with a pin.

“How can anyone be so confident, so arrogant
as to not worry about being caught? Do they think they’re that
powerful? That they’re above concealment?” Jodi asked.

“You know, I really didn’t think of it that
way,” Steven said, worry creeping into his voice.

“So you think they’re doing something to the
person or thing that interrupts them?” Jodi asked.

“I don’t know,” I was getting frustrated.
“That’s the thing! Whatever or whoever is interrupting them
mid-clean up, right?”

“Right,” they said in chorus.

“So if they were taking the time to do
something to it or them then they should still have time to clean
up. Unless…” I stood and walked to the window, looking out to the
orchards.

“Unless?” Steven urged.

“Unless they’re so violent and erratic that
they get consumed with dealing with the interruption that they just
totally forget what they were doing.”

“That’s comforting,” Jodi said
sarcastically.

“Exactly.” I wrapped my arms around my chest,
hugging myself against the cold air and wondering what exactly had
intruded upon our sleepy little town.

 


It was going to be a crappy day at school
tomorrow, or rather today. It was just past midnight and we were
headed to Ojai. We had to wait until after Jodi was done with her
date with Jay, who was feeling neglected, and our parents were
asleep so they wouldn’t ask us where we were going. We also wanted
to make sure the coast would be clear of reporters and police. We
knew the police would’ve cleaned the area but physical evidence
wasn’t important to us; we knew the residual energies would still
be there and we were hoping to figure out what the point of the
ritual was.

“So do you really think we’ll be able to
figure out who these people are?” Steven asked from the back
seat.

“No, not really, but maybe we’ll pick up an
aura. Then, if we see them out in town, we’ll recognize them. But
really,” I explained as I turned onto the Ojai freeway, “the most
important thing to find out right now is why they’re doing what
they’re doing. Maybe it really is just a bunch of kids getting
mixed up in something they don’t realize is dangerous.”

“You don’t really think it’s kids, do you?”
Jodi asked skeptically.

“Honestly, I don’t know,” I said, shaking my
head a little. “Deb’s right, we’re still considered kids. Maybe
these people are too.”

“Yeah, I guess so.” Jodi said with a sigh.
She was feeling much better after finishing the tea Deb made her. I
would have to remember to ask what she’d given Jodi.

I hated driving into the woods at night, even
if I was going there by choice. It was always creepy, like the
beginning of a bad horror movie. Jodi had the map from the tree
house, keeping track of our progress carefully, trying to get us as
close to the ritual spot as possible without walking. None of us
were too thrilled with the idea of hiking a mile in the dark.

“Ok,” I said, rolling the car to a stop and
putting the emergency brake on. “It’s too thick through here to
drive any farther.” I sighed, staring at the dense blackness of the
forest, the headlights not making much of a dent in the
foliage.

“Great,” Steven muttered unhappily.

“Yeah,” I echoed his feelings. We climbed
out, all three of us armed with Maglite flashlights that doubled as
handheld weapons. Three beams of light swept the area around us
before we popped the trunk and pulled out our supplies. We’d
brought some consecrated water, five white pillar candles, a
scrying bowl and an athame. We didn’t need anything for earth or
air being in the forest. We each carried part of the load and Jodi
kept the map in front of her, folded to only show our path to keep
her from getting confused.

“Fae?” I turned to Jodi and she nodded,
setting her flashlight on the ground. She turned towards the
direction we would head in, hands open at her sides and her eyes
closed. Steven and I each placed a hand on her shoulder, lending
her our energy. In a few moments a swirling, seeking wind gusted
around us and flew out into the trees. We waited while Jodi worked.
It took a few minutes but she finally opened her eyes as the wind
died away.

“No one here but us,” she confirmed.

“Well that’s something at least,” Steven
said, bending to pick up Jodi’s flashlight and handed it to
her.

“Ready?” Jodi asked, checking the compass she
pulled from her back pocket.

“Guess so,” Steven said. Jodi took a step and
broke the tree line, Steven and I following closely behind. We were
able to find the area we were looking for with little trouble,
making the map almost pointless. The forest reeked with the scent
of burnt frankincense, myrrh and old blood. I had reached
out tentatively once we caught that scent to see if anything
was lingering and was almost instantaneously burned with the
residual energy. I wondered if this was the same energy Deb’s coven
had felt telling them it was male energy.

“Great,” I grumbled.

“What?” Jodi asked in a whisper.

“They were angry, at least at the end, and
left that energy lying around.” I heard Jodi shiver. If you allowed
your emotions to get out of control so much so that you left an
imprint of them behind, you could create entities, angry or
mischievous things that are hell bent on causing torment or chaos
for their own entertainment.

“So we’re gonna be cleaning before we leave.
Fabulous.” Steven’s voice reached me in the darkness. I nodded
before I remembered he couldn’t really see me.

The clearing was almost a perfect circle, as
if it was created for casting and rituals. We hesitated on the very
edge of the circle, not really wanting to step inside a circle cast
by enemies unknown. I opened the bottle of consecrated water and
poured a little into my hand and flung it into the open area in
front of us. The water landed on the ground, soaking into the
forest floor without a sound. “At least they banished their circle
before leaving,” I said before taking the first step into the
clearing.

“If they even bothered with a circle,” Steven
said darkly. The thought that someone was casting with the intent
of evil without a circle was just plain scary. The purpose of a
circle was not only to protect the caster inside but also to
contain the magic being worked within; without the circle the magic
and energy could run wild.

“Let’s get started.” I said, pulling the
scrying bowl out of the bag I had slung over my shoulder.

“We are going to do a circle, right?” Jodi
asked. I caught a hint of fear in her voice.

“Of course,” I said, walking out into the
middle of the clearing, setting the bowl down. “I’d actually like
to do a double circle again for extra protection.” We drew the
circle the same way we had at the beach the other night.

I sat down cross legged. Jodi sat on my
right, her knee nearly touching mine, and Steven sat on my left
after he set the candles at five points around the circle. In our
triangle inside the circle, we joined hands and I grounded our
energies into the earth below us. I had to reach deeper than normal
until I found clean earth that was untouched by the previous
nights’ workings. I felt Steven raise his energy, concentrating
deeply, and then suddenly sent it out to the five candles, each
bursting into flame. In chorus, the three of us invoked protective
shields around the circles and around us. When we were ready, I
poured some of the consecrated water into the bowl.

“Fae, if you please?” I asked as I watched a
fine mist appear, rolling over the surface of the water. Jodi
opened her eyes to stare at the water, her brows kitting together
in concentration. A few moments passed and I could hear leaves
rustling softly around us just before a gentle breeze caught the
ends of my hair and swirled over the bowl, blowing the mist away.
This was a good sign; we were blowing away things that were
clouding our visions.

Slowly the water began to ripple and change
color. As one, we leaned closer to the bowl to watch as the scene
took form. The reds, yellows, and oranges of fire were predominate
inside the bowl. There were gilding black shapes that seemed to be
in some haphazard formation, either a circle or a line, in the bowl
it was difficult to tell. Although we couldn’t actually hear
anything, I had the sense of chanting in some forgotten tongue,
like an echo in the back of my mind, just out of hearing.

The scene shifted and a tall black clad
figure was standing behind a table with his hands held high and a
glinting silver knife gripped in his right hand. There were two
chickens laid on the table and, after a pause, the figure with the
knife made a fast, slashing motion, killing the first chicken. I
felt Jodi start next to me, forcing herself not to look away and
break our concentration. The hood of the robe obscured the killer’s
face in shadow, but with the length of pauses between slashes, I
knew he was speaking, possibly chanting a spell. It was terribly
frustrating not being able to hear what was being said. After the
second chicken was killed and the table dripped with blood, the
scene rotated and we saw the top of the table.

The black cloth covering the table was
saturated with blood. Through the bloodstains, we could see the
white embroidery of symbols decorating the cloth, glowing with
magic. There was an inverted pentagram in the center with symbols
drawn in each space made by the star and circle. I realized I was
grinding my teeth and tried to relax my jaw; seeing an inverted
pentagram bothered me as much as an upside down cross. Why couldn’t
these creeps get their own symbols rather than pervert ours?

Jodi’s fear was cat claws in my stomach. A
wind started whipping around us, leaves and dirt swirling and
obscuring the view in the bowl. A trickle of sweat rolled down my
cheek as Steven started to lose his concentration. We had had
enough.


Chapter 9

Monday morning was just as bad as I had
anticipated. It had taken so long to sketch the symbols we’d seen,
dispel our circles, hike back to the car, and get home that we were
only going to get a couple hours of sleep. I was armed with a
thermos full of coffee and singles for the soda machines for later
when I picked up Jodi and Steven, who looked almost as bad as I
felt. Jodi had caked on more make-up than usual and Steven was
wearing dark sunglasses and looked like he was suffering from a bad
hangover. It was a silent drive to school; we didn’t argue over the
radio stations or even bother to turn it on. The Straight Edge Kids
were about to walk into school looking like they’d been on an
all-night bender. So much for reputations.

Home Ec was both a blessing and a curse. We
were making cookies again so we’d get some lovely sugar and carbs,
but the sound of banging pans and whirling hand mixers was enough
to make my ears bleed. Thank goodness the cookies were wonderfully
traditional chocolate chip – I don’t think I could have taken any
more raisins at this point. When the bell finally rang, Steven and
I rushed out of there as fast as our headaches would allow. I was
disappointed to see that by the end of class my thermos was already
half empty. We caught up to Jodi outside of her Chem class, looking
worse for wear.

“Let me tell you,” she said in an angry tone,
“formaldehyde fumes on an empty stomach is not a combination I’d
like to repeat.”

“Here,” Steven handed her some of our
leftover cookies we’d saved for her.

“Oh! I love you!” She took the cookies
greedily and started scarfing them down immediately. We all set out
for French, knowing it would take a miracle to stay awake during
the lecture. “Oh!” Jodi said around a mouthful of cookie. “I have
to tell you something in class.”

“What?” I asked, wondering why she couldn’t
tell us now.

“No, not here,” she swallowed a large bite.
“I don’t want people to overhear.”

“Or interrupt your eating,” Steven said. Jodi
just shrugged and took another bite. We settled into our desks,
looking more sloppy than normal. I had even abandoned my favorite
coat and scarf for fleece lined boots and an oversized hooded
sweatshirt and fuzzy fingerless gloves. If it weren’t for the
jeans, I could’ve been ready to go to bed. Both Jodi and Steven had
dressed similarly. Luckily, because of the cold weather, no one
thought it was odd.

As soon as Madame Beaumont went into her
lecture on formal versus informal adjectives, I felt Steven’s
fingers press my shoulder blade through my sweatshirt. I was
tempted to use my foot to touch Jodi, not wanting to sit up, but
the ground had been wet and my boot was dirty. She wouldn’t thank
me for that. I sat up and leaned casually on my right forearm and
reached with my left hand to touch Jodi.

So what’s up? I asked dully, hoping I
wasn’t paying extra attention just for idle gossip.

Ian has bruises on his face and cuts on
his hands. Jodi’s yellow thoughts were anxious; it was hard to
tell if it was because she knew this was so interesting or if she
was worried.

What kind of bruises? Steven
asked.

His left cheek is swollen with a small cut
and his right ear looks like cauliflower, Jodi said.

Whoa… Steven’s thoughts echoed mine.
What else was there to say? Ian was huge and someone had taken him
on in a fight and managed to do some damage. How bad is the
swelling? Steven asked.

I don’t know, he wasn’t actually in class;
Tracy was just talking to me about it, Jodi said. I had
forgotten that they were lab partners in Chem.

Are you ready to hear who he fought?
Jodi dangled the carrot in front of us.

What? You know who he fought? I asked,
surprised.

Yep. She sounded a little smug.

How?

Tracy was at their house yesterday,
Jodi said.

Ok, who’d he fight? Steven asked, his
red thoughts sounded like he was on pins and needles.

Jensen, Jodi drew out the name,
tasting each syllable.

WHAT? Steven and I cried together.

Yep! And Tracy claims Ian looks worse than
Jensen. All Jensen has is a split lip.

Wow… Steven thought in awe.

Well, I imagine there’s the possibility of
other wounds not visible to the eye, I thought. Know why
they fought?

No. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I asked her,
but she said she didn’t know. I guess the fight happened late
Saturday night and she saw him on Sunday but he wouldn’t give her
too many details. Jodi sounded disappointed at that last. We
broke the channel then as Madame Beaumont was coming around to
check off homework.

I had never been so anxious to get to math
class as I was today; I wanted to see if Jensen really was ok with
my own eyes. Jodi complained as I hurried through the halls. She
was still dragging while I’d finished off my thermos in of coffee
French class, giving myself a little extra energy. I reached the
classroom door just as Jensen did from the other direction; we
stopped face to face at the threshold. I took the brief moment to
search his face and saw, with some relief, that he really had only
suffered a split lip, which was already healing. It was the one mar
on his beautiful face. He smiled softly to me; I tried not to
cringe when I watched his lips stretch the wound. He nodded
slightly and held out his right hand towards the door, offering to
let me pass first.

Jodi had to urge me through by pushing on the
small of my back to remind me how to walk. Good lord. Warming up
to him are we? Jodi’s teasing thoughts swirled in my mind as I
took my seat.

“I forgot to tell you…” I whispered to her as
I pulled out my book and paper for today’s problems. “About Friday
night.”

“Oh yeah, how was dinner with Steven?” she
asked casually.

“Steven cancelled too.”

“Oh no! I’m sorry!” She sounded genuinely
upset. “So what did you do?”

“Oh, I stayed and had dinner. Grandma sat me
too fast to stop her.”

“So you ate alone? That’s fun.”

“I wasn’t alone,” I dangled the information
just like she had in French class.

I went on to explain the awkward dinner
conversation, not sparing any details because I knew she would know
if I did. Her face had grown more and more shocked as I told the
story. I eventually reached forward and put my hand under her chin
and closed her mouth for her. She swallowed loudly, blinking for
the first time in at least a minute. She shook her head as if
trying to shake out her hair and then leaned into me, eyes
narrowed.

“Are you telling me that you really told him
about our powers?” her voice was a hiss, worry and accusation
warring with her tone.

“No,” I said firmly. “I only told him about
my empathetic abilities, I didn’t tell him anything else. He told
me he knows about shields and that’s how he keeps me from reading
him and that kinda distracted him from anything else.”

“What do you mean? Distracted him from
what?”

“He asked about the parking lot thing,” I
shrugged, finishing up a problem, checking Jodi’s page to make sure
I was right. “I danced around it enough and then we got onto the
subject of my being an Empath and him knowing about shields and I
guess he must’ve forgotten that he asked about what I’d done to the
ground.” I tilted my head to the side, thinking. “Or maybe he just
gave up asking about it because I wouldn’t admit it. I stuck to our
plan.” That seemed to appease Jodi enough to relax her face.

“But how could you tell him about you being
an Empath?” she demanded quietly.

“I didn’t really, he already knew, he just
didn’t know what it was called.” I explained and then continued
quickly when she opened her mouth to protest, “Besides, it was
better than him thinking I’m some kind of monster that feeds on
people’s emotions.”

“Yeah…” she paused, thinking about that.
“Yeah, I guess that’s true. If he thought that and didn’t like it,
God knows what he’d try to do to you or say about you.”

“Exactly,” I said, finishing the last of
today’s problems. Jodi finished at the same time as me and I
grabbed both our papers to take to the teacher’s desk. Jodi smiled
weakly, but appreciatively, and then folded her arms on the desk
and put her head down.

I turned to go back and caught my breath,
nearly stumbling backward into the teacher’s desk; Jensen was
standing right behind me. His smile was such a perfect imitation of
Alice’s Cheshire cat that I expected him to tell me where the White
Rabbit had gone. I went to step around him. As I did he reached out
just a few inches to let his fingertips graze my arm where I had
pushed up the sleeves. It sent an electric shock through me and my
stomach did back flips, but, amazingly, I was able to walk smoothly
all the way back to my desk.

Most of the day was a blur to us. I was used
to having to deal with little to no sleep, but Jodi and Steven both
are the kind of jerks that could be hung on a nail and they’d fall
asleep so they had no idea how to cope. It took a lot of effort for
all of us not to fall asleep during lunch. We each had bought two
sodas and some candy bars to get through the rest of the day.
Steven was particularly quiet, sipping his soda and staring off
into space until he finally came around. “I was just thinking…” he
trailed off.

“Yeah?” Jodi prompted him.

“Well, those animal sacrifices.”

“What about them?” I asked, my voice muffled
by the collar of my sweatshirt. I looked a little like a turtle
that was only half way out of its shell, propped up against the
tree.

“Well… the first one happened Friday night,
right?” he asked, but I could tell this was leading to something he
was trying to puzzle out.

“Mm-hmm,” Jodi murmured.

“And then the second one was Saturday.”

“So?” I knew I sounded impatient, but it was
difficult enough right now to follow a conversation. I didn’t need
a recap of something I already knew.

“Well, it just occurred to me that Jensen
ditched Friday afternoon and then he had a fight with his brother
Saturday night and now Ian’s not here today.” Steven said the whole
thing in one breath, the words rushing out of him like he was
afraid to say them.

“Wait… you think… well, yeah, I guess that’s
possible,” Jodi was stammering, her eyes had gone wide showing all
the blue of her irises.

“Oh, come on!” I protested, coming out of my
fabric shell.

“Wait, Shay! Think about it,” Jodi had sat up
on her knees. “They’re new to town, he did ditch early the same day
as something happening, you heard Ian and Jensen argue,” she waved
a hand at Steven to stop him from interrupting. I realized we
hadn’t told him about my mock date with Jensen yet. “Then he and
Ian fight Saturday night, probably after the ritual was done, and
now Ian’s hurt enough not to be here. And let’s face it, Ian’s much
bigger than Jensen, Jensen shouldn’t’ve stood a chance against
him.” She had ticked each item off with her fingers like a list. I
didn’t like the sound of it.

“Of course when you say everything like that
it looks bad, but –” I started to argue.

“But what? She’s right!” Steven said, he was
standing now, pacing around the tree, and wringing his hands.

“Shay, he knows about shields and he knows
you have abilities and, after all, you and Deb kept saying not to
rule out kids,” Jodi said, her face growing dark.

“I don’t think it’s him. Don’t you think
we’d’ve felt it if it was him?” They both tried to consider that,
but I could tell they weren’t confident.

“Wait, what the hell are you talking about
that Jensen knows about your abilities!” Steven rounded on me,
anger in his face. Jodi jumped in quickly and explained everything
I had told her. I was happy and impressed that she didn’t embellish
for gossip’s sake. Steven still looked both confused and angry when
she finished.

“Wait!” I said loudly enough to make them
both jump. “C’mon we all think that we brought Ian here for Tracy,
do you really think that we would’ve brought something evil with
him?”

“Rule of three. Balance and order. Karma,”
Jodi said shaking her head. “We brought something good and it had
to be balanced.”

“No!” Now I was getting angry. They wanted me
to consider their theories but they wouldn’t consider mine. “Ian
came to balance something that was already wrong here, Nick! Nick
was evil and Ian came to restore the Karmic imbalance.”

“Maybe…” Jodi said quietly, rubbing her chin
with her hand and staring at the ground. “Or maybe we totally
screwed up…”

“What?” Steven and I asked together.

“Maybe Ian wasn’t the one we casted for,
maybe it was just a coincidence, and we didn’t see it for that.
Maybe someone else was meant for Tracy, but we were too excited to
get her away from Nick,” Jodi said, still looking at the ground,
her brow a relief map of wrinkles.

“It did seem to happen awfully quickly,” I
said almost too quietly for them to hear. Jensen’s face swam in
front of my mind’s eye. I searched his endlessly blue eyes, knowing
secrets were kept in there, wondering what they were. His perfect
smile curled unmarred lips, letting the arrogant mask break away
just for me. Could he be this monster? I saw the hooded and cloaked
figure in the scrying bowl. The two images didn’t match. Maybe I
just didn’t want them to match.

“Hell, if the guy for Tracy showed up today
we’d be impressed with how quickly the spell worked,” Steven
said.

“True,” Jodi agreed.

“And we thought the jerks in the forest were
conceited,” I said.

“What?” Steven spun around and stared at
me.

“We just assumed Ian was magically here for
Tracy because it was so perfect. We were so pleased with ourselves
we didn’t even consider that maybe it was just a coincidence.” I
rubbed my eyes and temples with my fingers, suddenly aware of a
pounding headache. “Maybe we’re the arrogant ones. God knows Deb
would skin us alive if she knew we ran off to the forest last
night.” Steven and Jodi shared a look that I wasn’t all together
sure I was supposed to see. “Ok, look… I’ll make you a deal. I
won’t dismiss your idea about Jensen if you won’t dismiss the
possibility that it isn’t him. Ok?”

“Fair enough,” Jodi agreed with a nod. Was it
fair though? Something might finally be working out for me and now
it was possible the guy I had to admit I was starting to like might
be a psychotic devil worshiper. Life really was a bitch
sometimes.

 


By the time I got home, my eyes were
bloodshot and burning against the weakest of light. My mom wasn’t
home when I got there and my dad was still working so the house was
quiet and cool inside. I grabbed a bottle of water out of the
fridge and stumbled back to my bedroom. This was becoming a routine
that I didn’t much like. My room was dark with the curtains pulled
closed and I didn’t feel like bothering with the overhead light. I
doubted I could handle the sudden flood of light anyway. I groped
blindly in the dark for my T.V. remote and clicked on the set,
letting the dim blue light illuminate the room just enough.

I stepped out of my boots and jeans as
quickly as my heavy limbs would let me and crawled into bed, still
wearing my sweatshirt. I curled up on my side facing my bedside
table where my journal was sitting. I had to fight the urge to
reach out for it and study the symbols inside. I knew in my
exhausted state I wouldn’t get very far with them and I hated
falling asleep holding a book; I always ended up breaking the spine
or smearing ink on my face somehow. I was asleep before I finished
arguing with myself.

I was standing on a bluff, nearly at the
edge, overlooking an angry gray ocean. The waves were crashing
against the cliff face with such force that I could feel the small
quakes in the earth beneath my feet. Cold, salty spray hit my face
and caught my hair in tangles with each thundering wave. Wind
whipped around me, tearing the hem of the dress I was wearing.

I looked up, away from the ocean, out to the
horizon. It was twilight, the weak light fading with each passing
moment. I knew I was dreaming because I knew I had been too tired
just moments ago to focus enough to meditate. But this was the same
place I came to seek advice from my guardian angel.

Just as I thought of him, I could feel his
presence behind me. I turned to face my guardian angel. He stood
almost majestically, hands clasped in front of him, a benign smile
lighting his face more beautifully than any halo ever could. He was
just a few feet away from me but I could still feel the warmth of
his body radiating over the chill of the evening air. He reached
out a hand for me, silent as ever. I stared at the hand, hesitating
to reach for it, although I have never hesitated before. I knew
there was something he had to tell me or show me that I didn’t want
to know. I felt myself stepping back, without conscious intention
of doing so; he mimicked my actions, but stepping forward rather
than back. He was no longer smiling, but he still held out his
hand.

I realized I was holding my breath, staring
at his extended hand and concentrating on his fingers. He took
another slow step in my direction. I was aware of slowly shaking my
head and taking another step back, knowing the cliff’s edge was
uncomfortably near. I saw a look of worry cross his face. He opened
his mouth as if he was going to speak, although I had never heard
him utter so much as a sound in the past.

As soon as our bodies met, I would know what
it was he wanted to tell me. What it was I didn’t want to know. I
was a very superstitious person and fully believed if you died in
your dreams you died in real life, but this was my place, I didn’t
believe I could die here. I felt for the edge of the cliff with the
toes of my right foot, feeling the earth crumble beneath my toes,
falling away to the crushing waves below.

His eyes flickered for the briefest of
seconds to the ground; it was all the warning I was going to get. I
spun suddenly and jumped just as he lunged towards me, both hands
extended. When you fall everything moves too fast. I could have
been falling for seconds or days before a hand caught my arm.

Viselike fingers were clamped around my wrist
painfully. I could feel my shoulder straining against the socket;
surely it would tear any second and leave me to fall. My knees
stung and were bloody with scrapes as I bounced against the cliff
face. The wind whipped around, my hair swirling around my face,
blinding me. I tore at my face with my free hand trying to pull my
hair away so I could look him in the face, angry that he had
stopped me, but not all together surprised.

Finally, I cleared my face of the tangled,
wet hair and looked up, staring into the stormy blue eyes of
Jensen. His face strained with the effort to hold onto me, his grip
slipping with the wetness of the air. I felt the blood vessels
burst in my wrist under the pressure of his fingers. He was lying
on his stomach; so far over the edge of the cliff I couldn’t
understand why we hadn’t fallen yet. He reached towards me with his
free hand, placing it in mine like a handshake. I was holding my
breath again, I wanted him to pull me to safety, but I knew it
wasn’t going to happen, just like you know you’re not going to
outrun the monster that’s chasing you.

I smiled at him, understanding he had to try,
but I was slowly and steadily slipping away from him. It was
inevitable. My hand slipped out of his, sliding through the
desperate grip he had on my wrist. It may have been the spray of
the ocean, but as I finally fell away from him I could have sworn I
saw tears streak his face.

I landed on a bed of fallen leaves and broken
twigs. All the air left in my lungs rushed out of me with the
impact. Stars burst in front of my eyes; I blinked the temporary
blindness away before I tried to get my bearings. It was full dark
now and the foliage of the forest was close enough together to
block any wind that may have been blowing outside the forest. I
could hear something moving in the forest, crunching through the
fallen leaves slowly, as if it was trying to be quiet but knowing
that was impossible.

As my sight cleared, I knew exactly where I
was and the sudden, bone-chilling fear stole over me. This was the
first time I knew for certain it was only a dream while in it, but
whatever it was that was stalking me just out of sight had managed
to hurt me every time. I had to move. I also knew that any movement
would alert it to where I was and bring it down on me. My internal
struggle nearly split me in two. I mentally screamed at myself to
wake up, just get out of this unscathed, just freaking wake up! A
twig broke a few feet away from me. It was die trying or die doing
nothing. Couldn’t there be a third option?

I pushed off the ground in the same moment as
I rolled over, running all out away from my pursuer. My dress was
gone, unsurprisingly, and I was dressed in jeans, shoes, and a
sweater that was already starting to snag on the branches and
bushes as I tore through the forest. My legs burned with the effort
of running on the unstable ground as the leaves and gravel slid
underfoot. I could see light flickering just ahead, in a clearing
just past the trees. I knew that’s where I wanted to be; I felt the
energy reaching out to me, lending itself to me, urging me on.
Claws raked my left ankle, tearing through my jeans and carving
into the flesh beneath. I screamed out in pain and surprise,
reaching out with my hands as if they reached the clearing my whole
body would be safe.

I started to fall, just like every other
time, feeling my feet slip beneath me and another raking claw
ripped down my right leg, pulling me down in the momentum. I
screamed again, scrambling frantically to keep moving forward.
Jensen reached out for me, grasping both my hands and pulled me
forcibly forward, out of reach of my attacker. He held onto me and
continued to pull; we ran together, my breathing tearing apart my
lungs and tears stinging my eyes.

We broke through the tree line into a round
clearing. In a brief moment, I saw the source of warmth and light
as the fire in the center of the clearing. I looked to Jensen and
his face was contorted with anger and shock, his hand gripping mine
almost painfully. His eyes were murky and glassed over. I turned to
see what had upset him, all thoughts of my attacker already
forgotten. The looming, black clad figure from my scrying bowl
stood before me, shaking with the patent laugh of the evil villain
from any B-movie. His arms were folded over his chest, his hands
hidden in the billowing sleeves of his cloak. He composed himself
and spread his arms wide. Gripped in his left hand I saw the
gleaming silver blade of a long sinister knife.

I watched, horror stricken that I had run
straight into this trap, that Jensen had brought me here. I tried
to pull my hand free of his, but he held on tighter, nearly
crushing the bones. I started to scream when I saw the fire light
glint off the blade. He had raised it above his head and in one
fluid motion brought it down too fast for me to follow, aiming for
my heart.

I woke up in my customary pool of sweat and
tangled mess of sheets. My hair was a rat’s nest, as if I really
had fallen from a windy cliff. My ankles stung with the wounds I
knew were there. My breathing was ragged and my lungs burned, but I
was grateful to have woken in time, terrified that the killing blow
would be gushing blood on my bed had I taken even a second longer
to wake.

I raised a shaky hand to my forehead, pushing
away matted hair. I reached slowly and turned on my bedside light,
illuminating the room better than the T.V. had. In the soft light,
I saw the bruises on my wrist blooming in greens, purples, and
blues where Jensen had tried to save me from my fall and held me
captive. Jensen now seemed more of a mystery to me than ever. He
had tried to save me, but then brought me to the Satan worshipers
and wouldn’t let me leave.

“So Mr. Jensen…” I whispered to myself, “What
exactly does this mean? Are you protecting me? Or are you trying to
fool me?”


Chapter 10

I went to bed to salvage the last few hours
of sleep I could get, but before I fell asleep I sent text messages
to Jodi and Steven to let them know I wasn’t going to school in the
morning. I decided I had been beaten up enough to warrant a day
off. Luckily, because I had my own car, I wouldn’t have to worry
about my parents in the morning. I would only have to tell them I
didn’t want to go in if I wanted to sleep in. I planned on taking
the sketches of the symbols we saw in the scrying bowl to Deb and
see if she couldn’t puzzle anything out of them.

I went through all the normal motions of
getting ready for school before I left so my mom wouldn’t ask any
questions and left the house at a quarter ‘til eight.
Unfortunately, the store wouldn’t be open until ten so I had about
two hours to kill. Ordinarily I would’ve gone to the bookstore, but
it wouldn’t open until nine. I thought about waiting in the parking
lot and getting another hour’s worth of sleep, but I didn’t want to
be that creepy person sleeping in their car, so I went to a coffee
shop in the same shopping center as the store. I indulged myself
and got a chocolate flavored coffee and a pastry. Hey, a girl’s
gotta eat. I took a table way in the back in a corner so I could
look through my journal in privacy.

I took the first hour detailing my two very
vivid dreams from last night. I wanted to make sure I recorded each
of those nightmares because each time they were just a little
different and last night’s was the worst yet. The scratch marks on
my ankles had actually bled, I just hadn’t noticed until I got into
the shower this morning and nearly screamed when the water hit the
untended injuries. In the last hour I spent the time studying the
symbols that had been on the altar. I was bothered by the fact that
none of them were familiar to me. I turned the book around and
examined them from all angles, but nothing came to mind.

Three cups of coffee and two pastries later
and it was just a few minutes before ten. I settled up my bill and
went to stand outside the front doors so I could be there as soon
as Deb arrived. I knew Deb would be opening because she hated to
close and it was one or the other as far as the owner was
concerned. Finally, just a few seconds before ten I saw Deb’s very
mundane four door sedan roll into her customary parking space. She
saw me through the windshield and looked at me with a very worried,
suspicious look on her face.

I met her at the trunk of her car to help her
carry in some boxes she’d brought with her. “Mornin’ Deb,” I
greeted her, trying to sound calm and normal.

“Morning, sweetie, thanks.” She sighed
gratefully when I started taking things from her to carry. “What
are you doing here? School’s not out today.” She didn’t say that
last like a question; she knew better. I followed her to the front
door and waited while she unlocked it and let me in. The heater was
programmed to turn on about a half hour before the store opened, so
it was blessedly warm inside. I shivered a little before following
her to the back room.

“I’ve been having some issues and I needed to
talk to you about them.” I handed her the boxes as she reached for
them to store in the back.

“Where are the other two?” She asked, that
same suspicious look crossing her face.

“At school probably. They don’t know I’m
here.” I was keeping my voice even so she wouldn’t think I was up
to anything.

“Something’s wrong.” Another statement
instead of a question. I decided to be totally honest and nodded in
agreement. “Ok, well, let’s chat.” We walked back out to the front
so Deb could man the front counter in case any Tuesday morning
shoppers came in. I pulled out my journal and set it on the
counter, opening it to the page where I had sketched the evil
pentagram. I looked up at Deb and saw a shadow cross her face.
“What are you doing with something like that in your grimoire?” Her
voice was just over a whisper.

“It was in a dream I had.” Ok, maybe not
totally honest. “I have been having these dreams where I’m in the
woods and something is chasing me, like an animal but it’s too… I
dunno… determined to be just an animal and occasionally it almost
catches me and I wake up with stuff like this.” I knelt down and
pulled up one of my pant legs to show her my ankle. Deb leaned over
the counter to get a better look and hissed at the sight of it. “I
know! And then one night I saw black robed figures killing chickens
over an altar that had this on it. And then last night…” I trailed
off, realizing just then that I was on the verge of tears. I had
been speaking very fast, almost slurring my words together.

“And then last night…” Deb prompted softly,
taking one of my trembling hands in hers. Healing warmth started
seeping into me.

“Well, when I’m running it’s like I’m trying
to get to safety, like I know just a little farther and I’ll get to
a place where it can’t get me.” Deb nodded encouragingly. My voice
had finally broken and I took the moment I needed to catch my
breath and gather the strength I needed to continue.

“And last night I broke through the trees in
to this clearing and the guy that I saw kill the chickens was
standing there with a knife, it looked like an athame, and he tried
to kill me but I woke up before he could.” I finished in one dying
breath.

“You’re leaving something out.” She narrowed
her eyes at me, daring me to lie to her. I knew I couldn’t.

“Well, occasionally there’s this boy in the
dream and he’s trying to help me get away from whatever’s chasing
me. He was in my dream again last night.”

“And?” Deb pressed.

“Well, he helped get me to the clearing. He
looked angry at the sight of the guy, but when I tried to run he
wouldn’t let me go.”

It was one of those moments that froze and
stretched on forever in silence that was so thick you wanted to
scream just to make noise. Just as I was about to snap under the
pressure to be quiet, Deb came back to herself with a sigh.

She looked suspicious again. I knew she
wanted to ask who the boy was but, for some reason, she knew I
wouldn’t tell her, so she just didn’t ask. “Do you trust this boy
in your dreams?”

I thought about that for a moment. Jodi and
Steven didn’t seem to. Was I being naïve or maybe just overly
cynical? “Yes, I think I do,” I finally answered. I felt like a
weight had been lifted from my chest.

“Good, then let’s talk about this rubbish.”
She tapped the still open journal on the counter top. “You saw this
in a dream?”

“Yes.” Stick to your lie; always stick to
your lie.

“Fine. Well, it looks like runes,” Deb said,
concentrating on the designs.

“What? Runes? But those aren’t evil. Hell,
they don’t do anything but help people like tarot cards do,”
I sounded exasperated.

“No, Shay, that’s not true,” Deb’s voice was
distant. She was studying one symbol very carefully, the one that
looked like a wheel with eight spokes to me.

“Are these satanic runes or something?” I
asked.

“No, but that doesn’t mean someone isn’t
trying to use them for that purpose.” I looked at her, confused.
“Yes, you can use runes to cast to see the future, but they are
very magical things. This one for example,” she pointed to the
wheel, “this is called Aegishjalmur,” she paused at seeing my
confused face. “Don’t worry, you don’t need to know how to
pronounce it, just know what it’s for. It is used for protection in
battle. And this one,” she pointed to one that looked like an
hourglass lying on its side, “is for binding a prisoner.” Her face
was grim. “This shouldn’t be in this book.” She flipped the page to
see if there was anything on the back of it (it was blank) and,
without preamble, she tore the page out.

“It’s that bad?” I asked.

“Yes. Listen, honey, if you’re dreaming about
this and you’re waking up injured, then you shouldn’t take this
lightly,” Deb sounded a little desperate.

“I’m not, that’s why I’m here. I’m just
confused. Runes aren’t part of the black arts, why would they use
it?”

“Oh, honey, these people have been taking
good things and perverting them for their own needs for centuries.
The inverted cross and pentagrams, you know that.” She put the torn
page in her purse and turned to me. “Listen, I want you to be very
careful with these dreams, don’t concentrate on them so much,
you’re only lending them power over you.”

“Deb, you do think it’s really happening when
I’m dreaming? I mean, I always wake up in my bed.”

“And always hurt!” She was definitely
desperate now. “Shay, I don’t know if who you’re dreaming about are
the same men in Ojai or if it’s just some horrible coincidence, but
we can’t take this lightly. I’m going to be casting some protective
shields on you and your house. You work on the ones you already
have in place.”

“Ok, sure…” I had come for reassurance and
now I was more scared than I had been last night. “Deb, do you
think these are prophetic? I mean, do you think those symbols are
for me?”

“I don’t know, honey,” she came around the
counter and hugged me tightly, “but I don’t want to pretend like
that’s not a possibility and then be wrong.” Just then the bells on
the door chimed as two older women came in and started browsing the
shelves. “Take the rest of the day off; don’t go back to school
ok?”

“I won’t.” I hugged her again and left the
warmth of the store. I turned the car on and sat there idling for a
few minutes to let it warm up. It bothered me that Deb had taken
the page, but I knew she was only trying to protect me. Luckily, I
had spent so much time studying the symbols they were practically
burned into my mind; I knew if I saw any of them again I would
remember them. And now I knew they were runes, so I had a place to
start. Once the interior of the car had warmed up enough that my
shoulders relaxed, I put the car in gear and took off, heading
straight for the bookstore.

I knew Oak, Ash and Thorn had plenty of books
on runes and sold a variety of the little stones, but I also knew
that Deb wouldn’t let me buy them after our little talk. I had
never given much thought to runes. They were primarily a Norse
system and my family was not Norse. I read Tarot and Medicine cards
occasionally because that’s what my mom read; these things are
usually passed down from generation to generation. But I knew that
the major bookstore chains, with their large Occult sections, sold
Tarot decks and instruction books, so it stood to reason they at
least sold books on runes.

Twenty minutes later and I was sitting
cross-legged on the floor in the Occult section, a few books
scattered around me and one in my lap. It turned out most of their
rune books were sold in a box with a pouch full of runes; you just
had to decide on what color combo you wanted.

The concept of reading the little stones
seemed simple enough, very similar to reading card systems, just
with fewer items. However that made interpretation and intuition
all the more important to the caster. I wasn’t interested in
telling the future right now. I wanted to know why just having the
symbols drawn out seemed to upset Deb so much. Eventually I had
read enough from different books to come to the conclusion that
there was a general consensus that if the caster has enough belief
they can charge the symbols to work like any spell would.

I sighed, realizing that the hourglass-like
symbol was for binding a prisoner, and the complex one Deb had
shown me was very popular among casters hoping to help soldiers
going into battle. But like any good thing in magic or religion,
these bastards had obviously meant to pervert it and use it for
their own evil desires. I bought a set of runes that were black
with silver inlaid in the symbols on the wood chips. They reminded
me of a black candle, which most people think is a bad thing, but
really it symbolizes light emerging from the dark. A very positive
thing when you stop to think about it.

As I was walking back out to my car, my phone
went off in my bag. I shuffled through the contents to find it.
Jodi had sent me a text message asking if I’d be there to pick them
up after school. I checked the time and realized the day had gotten
completely away from me; school was letting out in a half hour. I
responded with a yes and jumped in my car to get across town
quickly.

“Hey, dollface,” Steven said as he climbed
into the backseat.

“Hi,” Jodi said as she sat in front, pulling
the door closed behind her.

“Hey,” I responded and pulled away from the
curb as quickly as possible. “You guys hungry?” I asked, having
realized on my way over there that I had completely forgotten to
eat lunch.

“Actually, yeah,” Steven said as he leaned
forward to hear us over the engine. “Ever since we cast the other
night I’ve been ravenous.”

“Me too,” Jodi said, touching her
stomach.

“Yeah, it takes a lot of energy out of you,
especially if you don’t prepare beforehand and we didn’t, so it’s
only normal that your bodies are reacting to it. Kinda like
whiplash.”

“So why the day off? You rarely ditch,”
Steven asked. “I mean, you’re not sick.”

“No, but,” I slowed to a stop at a red light
and pulled back the sleeve of my sweater to show them the bruises
that had blossomed all over my wrist. They both gasped audibly,
shrinking back away from me for a second. Jodi grabbed my arm to
pull it closer to get a better look. I winced, but she didn’t
notice.

“Who did this?” she demanded angrily.

“I did.”

“What?” they said together.

“I had a dream last night and I had tried to
jump from a cliff to get away from something and it caught me to
try to pull me to safety and I woke up with that,” I nodded towards
my arm. “Anyway that’s not the most important part. I went to see
Deb today about what we saw in the scrying bowl –”

“Whoa! What?” Steven cut me off.

“I didn’t tell her it was in the scrying
bowl. I told her I had a dream and saw it.”

“Oh… Ok. Continue,” Steven said more calmly
now.

“Anyway, I wanted to know if she knew what
those symbols meant so we could figure out what’s going on.” I
pulled into a parking space outside of the dive café we liked on
Main St. and got out, not waiting on the other two to follow.

Once inside, I glanced around to make sure
there weren’t any eavesdroppers, but we were one of only three
tables, none of which were next to each other. We all ordered
quickly to get the waitress to stay away so I could finish. I told
them what I had learned from Deb and pulled out the book on runes I
had bought.

“So you think they’re using rune symbols to
create a binding on someone?” Jodi asked, flipping through the
pages of the book.

“Yeah, I do. I think the police are right and
they’re hoping to get someone and perform a human sacrifice. And I
think Deb thinks so too because she really didn’t like the fact
that I had sketched out the symbols we saw.” The waitress came
around with two cokes and a cup of coffee for me. I held the warm
cup in my hands, letting the heat relax my bones.

“Have you figured out why they’d want to
sacrifice a human?” Steven asked. He was examining the runes that
came with the book.

“No. I’ve never learned to read runes; I
imagine the answer is in the ones they drew. Or maybe the layout
they put them in,” I said, adding cream and sugar to my coffee.

“None of these look like what we saw though.
They’re all more simple than what they had drawn out,” Steven said,
looking up at me.

“That’s because they’re all a combination of
two or more runes. See, remember the sideways hourglass?” I reached
for the runes and laid out two, one with a drawing that looked like
an hourglass missing one flat edge and one that had a straight line
with a small diagonal slash mark on it. “If you were to draw these
two to make one design it would look like that and that’s the one
Deb said is for binding a prisoner.”

“Hmm, yeah, I see that,” Steven nodded
slowly, studying the runes.

“Great, so we know two out of nine, piece of
cake,” Jodi said sarcastically, putting the book down and pushing
it away from her.

We changed the subject when the food came;
animal slaughtering and human sacrifices aren’t exactly appetizing.
We agreed we would try to figure out the purpose of the spell.

“So, you realize of course, because you were
absent it gave us an excuse to start planning your birthday,”
Steven said, sounding very self-satisfied.

“Oh yesssss,” Jodi perked up at the new
topic. I just groaned.

“And you’ll be happy to know that a few
people are interested in helping. It should be quite the bash,”
Steven continued before taking a huge bite out of his burger.

“What other people?” I asked, a little
surprised.

“Well, Tracy for one,” Jodi answered, popping
a fry into her mouth. “Ever since that night you helped her with
Nick she’s your biggest fan. And of course that means her friends
want to help too.”

“Great,” I mumbled.

“Hey, we’re out there battling the
supernatural almost everyday. You can let us have a little mundane
fun once in a while,” Steven said around a mouthful of burger, Jodi
grimaced at the display.

“Who’s stopping you?” I asked.”

“Well, at least you’re going along willingly,
if not enthusiastically,” Jodi said. “So we’ve decided on a costume
party on Halloween since it’s actually on a weekend day this year.”
I wasn’t surprised at all.

I sighed and let them go on about the plans
for costumes and decorations, occasionally asking me what I’d like
rather than making the decision for me. I loved them for it, I
really did, but I couldn’t seem to get too excited about it. I just
couldn’t stop thinking about the black robed man and the sinister
knife that came too close to striking.


Chapter 11

In the magical world, the number three is
very powerful. You’ve seen it everywhere; it’s very predominate in
religion too (think of the Holy Trinity). Today was Wednesday. If
the second animal sacrifice finished after midnight on Saturday
night, then it would have been cast and sealed Sunday, which would
make today three days later. I had a horrible feeling about today,
especially after having yet another potentially close call with the
black robed man in my dream last night, but when I woke up I could
hear the storm raging outside. I climbed out of bed and shivered as
the warm covers slipped away from me. I grabbed my robe and pulled
it tightly around me before pulling the curtains away from the
window to look outside.

The trees in our backyard were whipping
around like some strange tribal dance. Rain pelted the window hard
enough to sound like stones thrown against it and the various
things that you end up leaving in the backyard were being rolled
around in the wind. I stared wide-eyed and a little confused. I
hadn’t sensed this coming. That really scared me. It was so cold
outside my breath was fogging up the windowpane.

“Crap… school’s gonna be a lot of fun,” I
muttered to myself, thinking of all the extra traffic there would
be.

I got ready as quickly as I could, pulling on
my black rain boots with white polka dots my dad had teased me over
getting, saying that I’d never need them. I also pulled on a beanie
hat all the way over my ears; no matter what you did today it
wouldn’t make a difference to your hair, so I might as well be
warm. After I was bundled up head to toe, I grabbed my backpack and
lunch from the fridge to leave.

“Hey, honey,” I heard my mom call from the
living room just as I touched the front door knob.

“Yeah?” I called back over my shoulder.

“You sure you want to go out in this?” she
asked, coming into view around the corner. “The news says
everything’s flooded.”

“Well I m –” I stopped short, coughing to
cover my slip. I had almost told her I missed yesterday so I had to
go, but she didn’t know that. “I’m Jodi and Steven’s ride, they’d
be stranded.”

“I don’t know…” she looked out the window by
the front door, worry lines creasing her face.

“If it’s too bad I’ll turn around and come
back, deal?”

“Ok, but you be really careful! You hear
me?”

“Yes, mom,” I said in the standard teenager
you’re-being-ridiculous tone. She smiled and gave me a hug and I
was out the door. Thank God for the rain boots; our front yard was
a small pond; even our front walk was underwater. I splashed over
to my car. Luckily, the water wasn’t up around the door so I was
able to get in without flooding the floorboards. Steven was waiting
at Jodi’s house for me as usual. They had both hidden inside until
I was right in front of her house so they could make a mad dash for
the car.

“Dude! What the hell?” Jodi asked.

“I didn’t know it was coming,” I said,
putting the car in gear and easing out into the road. I saw Jodi’s
look of horror out of the corner of my eye when I admitted to not
sensing such a violent storm. “But I had a thought.”

“What?” Jodi asked. Steven leaned in to
listen.

“Well, if the second ritual was finished
after midnight Saturday, then it was really Sunday when they did it
and that would make today three days later.”

“So?” Steven asked, not catching on.

“So, you think it’s the power of three?” Jodi
asked. I saw Steven’s face contort in the rearview mirror, as if
that was the most obvious thing in the world for him to have
missed.

“Yeah, maybe,” I said, gripping the steering
wheel tightly as we turned onto a road with much higher water
levels. “Ugh! Sometimes I swear to God I hate California!” I said
loud and angrily.

“Dude, this never happens here,” Jodi said
confused.

“I know! So the stupid city makes the roads
dip down in the middle so the water collects rather than runs off.
The roads should come up in the middle so the water goes to the
gutter. Freaking idiots!” I had lost what little patience I had in
the morning; Jodi and Steven just stared ahead. At this rate I knew
we’d be getting out into two or three feet of water when we
parked.

I merged into the line of cars making their
way into the high school parking lot at less than a mile an hour
and just sighed. I had given up on getting to class on time when
the water level became high enough to be a river. We inched forward
with the other cars until finally coming around the corner on to
the side road that led to the parking lot. There were a lot of full
cars passing us on the other side with disgruntled drivers.

“Dude, look,” Steven said, pointing towards
the parking lot entrance, “they’re turning people away.” And sure
enough I saw a crossing guard and campus police with flashlights
forcing people to turn around in the driveway to leave.

“You don’t think they’re gonna make us park
somewhere else and walk farther in this crap, do you?” Jodi asked
sounding as angry as I was getting. I pulled into the driveway,
rolled my window down a little.

“Excuse me?” I called over the wind and rain
to the officer directing traffic; he pretended not to hear me.
“Excuse me, but where are we supposed to park?” I yelled a little
louder.

“Where ever you want, school’s closed, it’s
flooded. Now move along, you’re causing a backup,” the officer
explained.

“Nice!” I heard Steven say over my shoulder.
I cranked the wheel and turned us out of the driveway and back onto
the road. “’Bout time they made up for the snow days kids get back
East.”

“Dude, if Shay’s right and this is because of
this weekend, this isn’t a holiday,” Jodi admonished. Steven sunk
back into his seat like a scolded child.

“Then shouldn’t we be doing something about
it? We are Elementals after all,” Steven asked, sounding father
away than he actually was.

“I don’t know…” I said. “I’m reluctant to
cast against something I don’t know much about.”

“We don’t have to cast against the casters,
we can just try to do something about the weather,” Steven said,
still not coming forward like he usually did.

“Yeah, it’d really just be calling a balance
to things,” Jodi said. I chewed my lip, staring at the blurred red
light in front of me. I hadn’t automatically headed home. I had
debated going to see Deb again, but I knew getting to the store
would be hell. “Shay?” Jodi asked, touching my wrist. The light had
changed and I hadn’t noticed.

“Sorry,” I eased into the intersection, not
wanting to cause the water to rise up in waves around us. “Even if
we wanted to, where could we possibly cast in all this mess?” I
asked.

“Maybe we could make it work in your room,”
Jodi said, a distant look on her face as she thought.

“I still don’t know how I feel about doing
this without really knowing what’s going on. We may just make it
worse.” I came to another red light. In this traffic I didn’t think
we’d make it anywhere.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. I’d like to
know what it means,” Steven said, changing his mind. “Should we go
see Deb?”

“She’s been really reluctant to give us any
information so far, I don’t think she’d answer our questions now,”
Jodi said and I nodded in agreement. “Ok, I agree with Shay. If we
meddle in something and not know what’s going on, then we could
just make it worse.”

I had to practically creep home, not wanting
to get us stranded in the water because I had flooded something. I
gripped the steering wheel tight enough to make my numbing fingers
ache with the effort. I didn’t know what we were going to do but I
wanted to be home, under the protection of my shields, free to
think clearly.

Another forty-five minutes later and we were
finally pulling up to the curb at my house. The water was so high
it had come over the curb and the sidewalk and front yard were
under a foot of water. We waded up to the front door. I fumbled
with the keys, my fingers growing numb because I had forgotten
gloves. We dripped uncontrollably just inside the front door,
shivering despite the many layers of fabric we each had on.

“Don’t move,” my mom said as she walked past
us into the hallway. I heard the linen closet open and a moment
later she was back, carrying half a dozen towels. We each took one
and she laid out the rest on the floor. We stepped on to the towels
and toweled off like we’d just come in from swimming. “Its about
time, I wanted you home sooner than this.” My mom had her hands
balled into fists on her hips, but I knew she wasn’t really
mad.

“Dude, we left the school almost an hour ago,
trust me, you didn’t want me even close to the speed limit in this
crap,” I said, wringing out water from the ends of my hair, now so
wet it looked black.

“I think you two should call your parents and
let them know you’re here,” she said, looking at Steven and Jodi in
turn.

“We called on our way over,” Steven said with
his best smile that most moms loved.

“I’ve got a kettle of hot water on the stove
if you guys want tea or hot chocolate,” my mom said, taking our
towels from us and walking out to the laundry room to dispose of
them.

Jodi and I started down the hall for my room
while Steven went to the kitchen. Steven and Jodi were here so
often my parents looked at them like adopted children, so Steven
felt comfortable enough to raid the kitchen and make three cups of
hot chocolate for us without me being there. Jodi followed me to my
room. I could feel her anxious aura pressing against my back like a
hand shoving me down the hall.

Once inside, we left the door ajar just half
an inch so Steven could push it open once the drinks were ready. We
both peeled off our coats and hats and boots in silence, letting it
all fall to a pile on the floor just inside the door. I shook out
my hair and then combed it, pulling it back into a high ponytail
before picking up the pieces of clothing and hanging them up so
they’d dry. Jodi was at my stereo in the corner looking for music
to mask our conversation from prying parent ears. I had gone to my
bookshelves and was pulling books off them, piling them into my
arms.

My room was the second largest in the house
and was big enough for my queen sized bed, a desk and chair, two
bookshelves – one loaded down with books and nick-knacks, the other
was a corner bookshelf with my T.V. and stereo set up on it – and
an armchair with a small table next to it. It was almost crowded,
but came off more cozy than anything else. I put a stack of books
on the foot of the bed, the table by the chair, and on the desk so
that each of us would have material to read through.

Steven came in the room, two mugs held by the
handles in one hand and one in the other. He pushed the door closed
carefully with his foot. I had claimed the armchair and Jodi was
stretched out on my bed on her stomach already, leaving him the
desk. Steven wisely put all three cups down on the desk before
trying to hand either of us a steaming cup so he could get a better
hold on them. We didn’t need to talk. We each knew we were looking
for anything to explain this weather, even though we didn’t really
know what it was that we were looking for.

Two hours and three empty mugs later, Jodi
sat up on the bed, a book open in her lap, “Hey, listen to this,”
she said, settling back into the pillows, brow knitted it
concentration. “A spell to bring a storm. It even gives ingredients
for lightening and wind.” She looked up hopefully at us.

“But I thought we agreed this storm was a
result of a spell gone wrong, not that the storm was conjured,”
Steven said, looking a little confused.

“We did,” I said, putting aside the book I
had been reading and picked up another. “Nice try, babe.” Jodi
sighed and tossed the book aside, grabbing at another one. I had a
small collection of “black magic” spell books, not because we ever
used them, but because it was good to know what weapons your enemy
is using. If you don’t, how can you expect to fight back
effectively?

I had piled these books for myself, not that
I didn’t trust the other two to look them over, I just had a very
strong sense of protection towards them and didn’t like the thought
of them even touching the books. I could feel the frown on my face
like a mask of wrinkles. My stomach knotted and unknotted as I
skimmed through the pages. Many of the spells offended me, but I
held onto that emotion tightly, glad that they did, knowing how
seductive these spells were meant to be.

I was reading for more than an hour when I
came across a summoning spell that nearly made me drop the book. I
stared wide-eyed at the title of the spell, tiny chills racing up
my spine, setting the hairs on the back of my neck on end and my
stomach to turn. I thought I was in danger of throwing up right
there in the middle of the room. I took a slow and steadying breath
as quietly as I could. I could feel the cold sweat on my forehead
and chanced a glance at Jodi and Steven, but they hadn’t noticed
anything and were still reading carefully. I looked back down at
the book and knew I had found the spell that haunted my nightmares:
a summoning of a demon helper. I was very aware of the sound of my
own heartbeat in my ears; I had that horrible feeling of falling
backwards.

I turned the book to look at the title of it
and found that I had picked up a book that was an amalgamation of
black arts, no one deity or concept to streamline the spells
inside, just pure self-aggrandizement and evil. I had bought this
book because, with each spell, it gave a counter spell or curse for
people like me that wanted to combat black magic. This book
contained exactly what we were looking for. With blind
determination I flipped to the table of contents, scanning quickly
through the list of spells and charms listed there until I came to
a sub-section of spells for the caster to invoke the power of the
dark gods and goddesses.

“Guys… I think I found something.”


Chapter 12

“You have got to be kidding me!” Steven said
outraged, nearly falling out of his chair.

“Shhhhhh!” Jodi hissed at him, putting her
index finger in front of her pursed lips, looking anxiously at my
bedroom door. We all waited a few tense moments, expecting my
mother to come bursting through. When she didn’t, Jodi sat up on
the bed, swinging her legs over the edge and glared at Steven, who
seemed to melt under her stare.

“No, I’m not kidding. I feel like all of my
nerve endings are on fire, this has to be it. Look, it even has
side effect warnings.” I turned the book around and pointed at the
end of the page. The spell itself was over three pages long with a
page full of instructions and side effects listed. “See? Weather
abnormalities!” I said, trying very hard not to grind my teeth.

“But, Shay, this is to actually summon
Lucifer. Is anyone really that stupid?” Steven was trembling a
little, trying not to show how scared this made him.

“It’s not to summon Lucifer,” I said. I stood
up and started pacing my room. Jodi had the book now and was
reading over the actual summoning. I had only scanned it. The
profane language had bothered me so much I wasn’t ready to read it
thoroughly yet.

“What?” he asked.

“It’s not for Lucifer, it’s for any god of
the Underworld.” I was chewing on my thumbnail without really
noticing what I was doing. I saw Steven’s confused face as I spun
around to walk back again. “Um, ok, basically it doesn’t name a god
or figure specifically, it only calls on any powerful figure from
the Underworld. Because you were raised Catholic, you would
interpret that, with good reason, as Lucifer. But that doesn’t mean
everyone would.” I was talking with my hands, waving them around in
the air in front of me, over my head and every which way in my
stressed state trying to get Steven to understand. “But really,
most gods have more important things to do than to answer the
prayers or summoning of mere mortals. So really, what this moron
probably did was opened a gate hoping for a god and got some low
ranking minion.”

“A demon?” Steven asked.

“Yeah, but I have a feeling they probably got
a power hungry one and a tasty little meat-puppet was just too
tempting to pass by. Now the question is,” I said a little more
loudly, turning suddenly on my heel to face them both; Jodi even
glanced up from the book to look at me, “what kind of bargain did
they strike in order for the caster to get what they wanted out of
the demon?”

“Well, according to this…” Jodi said, running
her finger down the list of the incantation, “the caster would
actually take the essence of the object into them, absorbing their
power for their own.” Her brows knitted together like something
confused her.

“What?” Steven asked. “What? What is it?” he
asked more anxiously when she didn’t respond quickly enough.

“I don’t know. It’s just this wording… How
could anyone be so careless and miss this?”

“What?” I echoed Steven’s question.

“I don’t really want to say it…” Jodi’s voice
had dropped in volume. I understood; I hadn’t wanted to read the
thing at all right now, let alone quote anything from it. We all
firmly believed words held power, and if you think that way, just
saying part of the spell out loud felt like it would give it
power.

“So just tell us the gist of what it means,”
I offered.

“Oh, ok,” she said relieved. “Basically, it
sounds like you’re allowing the thing to possess you in order to
get its powers.” She furrowed her brow at the book. “Why would
anyone take that chance?” she whispered the question, talking more
to herself at that point.

“Well, if they think they can control it,
they probably weren’t worried about the possible repercussions,” I
said a little angrily.

“Yeah, but once you lose control of the thing
it gets you in the bargain,” Jodi said and I could hear the fear in
her voice.

“What?” Steven fell out of his chair and
looked up at Jodi with wide, terrified eyes. “What do you mean ‘it
gets you in the bargain?’”

“If you read the words very carefully, it
says that you have to give yourself over to the demon truly
experience its power and then at the end here,” she started to
point to a stanza in the spell and turn the book to Steven, but he
recoiled from it, scooting backwards until he hit his head on my
desk. “It says that servant and master become one and well…” she
shrugged a little.

“It takes over your body,” I finished for
her, reaching to help Steven up. “Basically the spell tricks the
greedy into thinking they’re getting all the power in the world,
but really you’re just borrowing power and as repayment you give up
your life immediately after you lose control of the power.”

“What makes you think it’s not for Lucifer?”
Steven asked with a trembling voice.

“Because Lucifer is a Christian belief. There
are plenty of gods and minor gods and powerful demons in the
Underworld to choose from. And if Lucifer is as powerful a god in
the Underworld as most think, don’t you think he’s a little busy to
be answering to a summoning?” I said, hearing myself get more and
more excited as I went on.

“Even if he thought it was amusing and was
willing to answer the summoning, he wouldn’t go himself, he’d send
a lackey. God’s got his angels, Lucifer’s got his minions,” I said
as I placed a steadying hand on Steven’s shoulder and looked him in
the eye. “Honey, there are scarier things out there, and down
there, than Lucifer. I know that’s hard to understand, but really,
whoever this caster is, worries me a lot more right now than
Lucifer does.”

“How can you say that?” Steven’s voice was so
quiet if I hadn’t been leaning close to his face I might not have
heard him.

“Because this person is messy, greedy, and is
trying to open the gates of the Underworld and doesn’t realize the
consequences. Lucifer, like most gods, is a businessman; he
wouldn’t risk his power for one mortal. But this person, right
here, right now, is planning on killing someone and that’s what
scares me.”

“How do you know he’s gonna kill
someone?”

“Because Steven,” Jodi said, “it’s in the
last stanza of the spell. You spill the blood of an equally
powerful innocent. What do you think that means?” she asked looking
up at me.

“An equally powerful innocent?” I asked and
Jodi nodded at me, pointing to the line she’d read. “Someone with a
lot of faith in God, maybe?” I wasn’t sure, but that steeled my
resolve to stop this. “Whatever it means it’s obviously referring
to someone who wouldn’t be sacrificed willingly, so we have to do
something.”

“What happens to the demon once the person is
sacrificed?” Steven asked, his voice breaking.

“If I’m reading this right,” Jodi said, “then
the demon has full access to our world, like an un-exercisable
possession with all his powers. It would be free to do whatever he
wants.”

“Why would someone do this?” Steven
asked.

“Because the spell is worded in such a way
that it makes it sound like you get the demon’s powers and dominion
in Hell and on earth, not that you’d be giving up your body for a
demon to take up residence,” I said. “I mean world domination would
sound quite appealing to a lot of people.”

“Ok, Shay, I think I owe you an apology…”
Jodi’s voice trailed off. I turned to look at her and saw that she
was staring intently at the book again. “The warnings… it says to
be especially careful when choosing your final sacrifice and to
avoid the use of anyone whose eyes you cannot meet. So even if it
is Jensen, he’s not after you.”

“Wait, what?” I asked, taking the book from
her, reading over the passage she’d found. “‘Beware your final
sacrifice. Those whose eyes you cannot meet may see your true form
and will have power over you, turning he who sacrifices into the
sacrificed.’ Well that’s interesting.” I started reading through
the warnings more carefully then. “Did you see this? It has to be a
woman for the final sacrifice. ‘She who is the barer of life on
this plane.’” I handed the book back to Jodi. “Well, at least Deb
was right; we’re looking for a man. Probably one in a
relationship.”

“Why do you think he’s in a relationship?”
Steven asked, rejoining the conversation.

“Because, where they’re doing their rituals,
you’d have to really trust a guy to go into the woods at night with
him and it says the final sacrifice has to enter the circle of her
own free will, so he’s not kid-napping anyone or taking a first
date out there.” I was pacing again.

“So why is the weather screwed up?” Steven
asked.

“Because the first minor sacrifice is just to
do a blood offering to open the gates and it warns that opening the
gates between planes or worlds may disrupt this world and weather
abnormalities is a common result when you disrupt the different
planes,” I explained.

“Yeah, and it says once the offer has been
accepted the disruption should subside because whoever answers
would have entered through the gates and they will be shut once
again,” Jodi said, translating from the spell.

“So we’ll just have a demon spirit roaming
around?” Steven asked.

“No, he’ll possess the caster and share his
body until they seal the ascension with the final blood sacrifice,”
Jodi explained.

“So when the storm stops we’ll know if a
demon accepted?” Steven asked. His voice was steadier now.

“Well, I dunno. Shay? I mean, maybe they’ll
close if the offer is rejected,” Jodi offered.

“Even if it’s a very minor demon that
answers, one will. Black magic is the easiest to perform and any
demon or devil would answer him. It’s too tempting, like selling
your soul. They always accept,” I said, shaking my head.

“So, how long is it supposed to take before
you get an answer?” Steven asked, looking to Jodi, who scanned the
spell again.

“Three days, at most.”

“Of course,” I said sarcastically. “How
original to take yet another element from us and pervert it.
Whatever.” I shook my head, clearing my mind. “Well today would be
the third day, so that’s probably why the weather turned so
violent. I’ll bet money the storm is over tomorrow.”

“You think the weather will go back to
normal?” Jodi asked skeptically.

“No, not normal, but I’ll bet the flooding
subsides and the rain lets up.” I walked over to my window and
pulled back the curtains. The rain was still coming down in
torrents; a few thick branches had broken away from our trees and
were littering the ground. I stared up at the gray, rolling clouds,
willing them to open up to perfect blue skies that a Southern
California October usually had. “If he succeeded, if he’s answered,
this will stop at Midnight.”

“How do you know?” Steven asked.

“The witch’s day begins at noon so it ends
and begins both in light. Someone like this finds power in the
dark. His day would begin and end at Midnight, always in darkness.”
And that explained the cliché black candles and midnight spell
work. “He’ll attempt the third sacrifice on Friday because that was
the same night he tried to do the first sacrifice. Technically at
midnight Friday night is Saturday and that’s traditionally the day
for casting for physic attack and black is a power color.” I
started laughing, but even to me it sounded wrong, like breaking
glass. “It’s all so obvious and cliché I cant believe we didn’t
pick up on it sooner!”

Jodi’s face had contorted with anger, like
she too realized how simple this was to see before we’d found the
spell. “How could we have missed all this?”

“If you want to hide something, you put it
out in the open where no one will think to look for it.”

 


My dad took Steven and Jodi home in his big
truck pretty quickly after we’d found the spell. My parents were
getting worried about the water level in the roads and wanted to
get them home before it would be impossible to drive. I sent them
both home with spell books to do some research on combating demons
and sending them back to Hell without the aid of a priest or
pastor. I was sitting in my armchair again staring out the window.
I had pulled back the curtains to watch the storm and as night fell
it seemed to grow in intensity, if that was possible. I had decided
to stay up until midnight to test my theory and see if the storm
really would end.

I sat there in silence, gripping my mug of
hot chocolate with a blue candle burning on my side table for
protection against psychic attacks. I blinked, realizing my gaze
had become unfocused, and cleared my vision. The wind had died
down. I chanced a glance at my clock and saw that it was just a few
minutes after midnight. I walked over to my window, securely
bundled up in an oversized sweatshirt and sweatpants, and opened
the window. It was still raining, but it had a different quality
about it now; I didn’t feel magic in the air.

I looked up at the sky and realized the
clouds were a flat gray now, no longer billowing in different
shades of black. I couldn’t hear thunder in the distance anymore
and even as I stood there the rain lost some of its consistency. I
felt my cell phone vibrate in the pouch pocket of my sweatshirt and
answered it. “Hello?”

“Are you watching?” Jodi’s voice asked
me.

“Oh yeah.”

“This is bad.”

“I know.”

“I don’t know how I know, but I know it’s
stopping because he was answered, not denied,” her voice was calm
and even.

“I know.” I nodded even though she couldn’t
see me.

“Shay, we have to find out who’s doing this.
If we don’t, he’s gonna kill someone,” Jodi’s voice wasn’t scared
or worried; it sounded angry.

“I know.” Someone had invaded our territory
and destroyed a little bit of our peace. I felt like someone had
slapped me in the face. “We will, Fae, we will.”

I went to bed expecting to feel scared or
worried, but, just like Jodi, I felt resolved that, no matter what
was out there, we were going to stop it. We knew that it was just a
person and nothing to be scared of. I lay curled in my covers,
staring blankly at the ceiling, watching the shadows from my candle
dance across the ceiling and walls. I had taken to falling asleep
with the television on to help mask my screams in case I woke up
from one of my dreams. I reached and found the remote and clicked
it on, letting the soft white and blue light mingle with the orange
of my candle.

We didn’t have much time to figure out where
the caster was going to perform his final sacrifice, knowing he
would have found a new place because of the police and media
coverage of the last two ceremonies. I had a feeling the new site
wouldn’t be too far from the original. If I had spent so much time
and energy on something this powerful, I wouldn’t want to give up
the residual power I would have built, so I didn’t expect this guy
to. I convinced myself I was right about that because it gave us a
much smaller area to search. If we could find the location of the
sacrifice, then we didn’t have to worry about figuring out who was
doing the magic, we would find him. I just wished I had more
time.

I rolled on to my side, nuzzling into my
pillow and felt something sharp dig into the side of my neck. I had
almost forgotten about the pentagram necklace; I wore it so often
now that I usually forgot to take it off at night. I sat up and
unfastened the chain and set it on the bedside table. I felt sleep
pull at me and let it drag me under, pulling the covers tighter
around me.

I was walking through a fog bank, white and
gray mist swirled around my ankles, parting for me. I could hear
the distant crash and wash of ocean waves on the shore but it was
too far to taste salt on the air. Grass was beneath my feet, I
couldn’t see it, but being barefoot allowed me to feel the cool
blades bend beneath me. I heard a twig snap underfoot off to my
right and I froze, eyes going wide, trying to take in more of my
surroundings. I crouched instinctively, knees and back bent as if I
was getting ready to pounce. I turned slowly on the balls of my
feet in the direction of the sound, making as little sound as
possible.

“Where are we going?” I heard a young female
voice ask, giggling a little, but the voice sounded like an echo in
a tunnel, too far away. I waited, breath caught in my throat.

“Not much farther…” A man’s voice, but I
couldn’t recognize it. It wasn’t an echo like the girl’s, but it
was too far away to really hear the quality of the voice. The girl
laughed again, but the sound was fading. They would be too far away
to hear if I didn’t follow. I started off in the direction I
thought they were going, staying crouched as if it would hide me if
I came upon them. The fog began to dissipate and realized I was in
the woods again, but I could still hear the girl’s echoing laugh
and knew I had to follow.

A low rumbling growl clawed the inside of my
mind. The air shimmered around me with unholy power. Tips of claws
clacked against a stone all too close.

I took off like a shot, racing through the
woods, clawing at the ground for momentum, darting around trees and
letting branches whip at my face and scratch my skin. It was behind
me again, like a mad dog on the trail of a rabbit, starving for
meat and blood. I realized I could still hear the girl’s voice
asking where they were going and it wasn’t much farther; I was
leading this thing to them. That sense I always had in my dreams
that safety was just beyond the next tree was missing this
time.

I changed course, running with everything I
had in the opposite direction of the couple. I ran until I thought
my side was going to explode with the pain from the cramps, my legs
were lead, and I could hear the rushing of my own blood over the
crash of the waves. Somehow I found the edge of the forest,
bursting out of the line of trees onto a paved road. Like the
breaking of a circle, I felt all the magic of the pursuing beast
fall away from me.

I woke immediately, drenched in sweat but
miraculously unharmed for once. I lay there, gripping my covers to
my chest, breathing in the familiar smell of my room and caught my
breath. I refused to get up this time; the monsters always get you
when you give up the protection of your covers. I reached blindly
for my journal and pulled it in under the covers with me, turning
the pages frantically and writing down a list of images from the
location of my dream.

School was closed again on Thursday. The rain
had let up, but the schools were so flooded the city had called in
special trucks to pump out the water. The news reports said many
classrooms on the ground levels of the schools were damaged, so we
were probably looking at another day off, a five-day weekend. Too
bad it wasn’t something we could enjoy. Jodi and Steven had come
over in Steven’s mother’s car and were curled up again in various
places in my room. I finally told them about my dreams, accepting
the fact that the dreams must be tied to the sacrifices. Maybe they
were premonitions of the night we were going to try and stop the
guy. If that were so, Steven and Jodi needed to know about the
thing chasing me.

“I wonder why we’re never in your dream,”
Steven said, looking at me from the foot of the bed.

“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging my
shoulders.

“Well, you said you usually have the sense
that safety is just ahead of you somewhere. Maybe that’s where we
are, but you never make it there,” Jodi offered, not looking up
from the spell book she was studying.

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. I sounded doubtful
even to myself. It sounded reasonable enough, but never in my dream
did I think I was racing towards them.

“Ok, so this is the first time you made it to
a road, right?” Steven asked, sitting up Indian style.

“Yeah. I even saw a mile marker. I wrote it
all down in my journal,” I motioned to the book with my chin.

“May I?”

“Yeah, go for it. It’s on the last page
anything is written on.” I picked up the book and passed it to
Steven, settling back into my chair and toying with the pentagram
that I was wearing again. I realized when I woke up I felt
different without it; I felt energy prickling at my skin. I had the
uncontrollable urge to get out of the house and go somewhere, but I
didn’t know where. As soon as I touched the cool metal of the star,
the energy faded away and the urges stopped.

“Um, Shay?” Steven broke into my
thoughts.

“What?”

“Dude, what page is it on?”

“The last one with writing.”

“No, there’s a spell here, and here and
here.” He was flipping the pages showing me all the writing. “Here
you find it.” He reached towards me with the book.

“What are you talking about? That was the
last thing I wrote…” I opened the book and lost my voice. There
were at least ten full pages that I didn’t remember writing, but it
was definitely my handwriting. I could feel the intense wrinkles in
my brow and the frown pulling at my mouth.

“What’s wrong?” Jodi asked, looking up from
her book.

“I don’t…” I scanned through the pages.

“What?” Jodi asked again a little more
insistently.

“Um…” I blinked and shook my head. “I don’t
remember writing any of this…” I realized my fingers were tingling
with energy, like the pages themselves were full of magic waiting
for someone to unlock their secrets.

“What are you talking about?” Steven asked,
sharing a worried look with Jodi.

“I woke up in the middle of the night last
night, probably around 2 a.m., and I wrote this,” I had found the
page with the list of details from my dream, the handwriting sloppy
from darkness and nerves. I turned the open book for them to see.
“And then I went back to sleep, almost immediately. I didn’t write
anything this morning…” I just didn’t understand and now my two
best friends were looking at me like I was crazy. Great.

“So you’re saying you were… sleep writing?”
Jodi asked a little too carefully.

“Stranger things have happened,” I snapped at
her; she recoiled like I’d struck her. “Sorry, but you two look
like I’m crazy or something.”

“We don’t think you’re crazy. It’s just,
that’s a lot of writing to not remember,” Steven said before Jodi
could lash out.

“I know that, that’s why it bothers me this
much. And it feels…” I stopped and glared at the book, willing it
to tell me what it was hiding.

“What?” they asked in chorus.

“Here,” I reached out to hand them the book.
I didn’t want to tell them what I felt; I wanted to see if they
could feel it. “See if you get anything from it.” They looked at me
for a minute, both considering my face. Eventually, Jodi was the
first to nod and took the book from me. She took a deep breath,
closed her eyes, and set her hand above the book, not quite
touching, just like I taught her. Her eyes fluttered and then she
snapped her hand back like she’d been shocked.

“What?” Steven asked.

“That’s a lot of energy. I mean, wow.” She
shook her hand, trying to get the tingling sensation to go away.
“Here, see for yourself.” She handed the book to Steven and he
copied her every move, right down to snatching his hand back and
shaking the feeling out of it.

“What does that mean?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe it’s residual. You know
how there was so much magic in the air yesterday you could reach
out and grab it. Maybe I just had a lot of stored up energy and
channeled it,” I said with a shrug. It sounded reasonable enough to
me. I was toying with my necklace again absentmindedly. “Anyway,
just flip back like ten pages, Steven, you’ll find the stuff from
my dream.”

I sat back in my chair, curling my legs under
me and sitting on my ankles. I reached for my cup of tea and took a
deep breath, steadying and grounding myself. It was unnerving to
find out I could be doing something like writing spells and not
even be awake. It seemed reckless and dangerous.

“Hey, question,” Steven said, marking his
spot on the page with his index finger before looking up at me.
“You have the word ‘highway’ written here and a mile marker.”

“Yeah.”

“Ok, so you were in the woods, but you could
hear the ocean nearby and then you broke out onto a highway.”

“Yeah.”

“Could you see the ocean when you hit the
road?” Steven asked.

“Actually… yeah.” I said realizing I hadn’t
thought to note that. “But it was so dark in the dream I didn’t
realize that was the ocean. So… that can’t be Ojai then.”

“No, it’s Malibu,” Steven said, looking from
me to Jodi. “At least on the way to Malibu. It’s probably around
County Line.” County line is a very popular surf spot in between
Ventura County and Malibu.

“Dude, you’re right,” I said sitting up
straight. The picture fell into place in my mind like the last
puzzle piece. “But that’s so far away from the original spot! Why
would he give up all that power out there?”

“Do you remember what you said when we were
scrying and saw the ceremony site?” Jodi asked.

“What?”

“You said they were amateurs, remember? Maybe
they really are, maybe they don’t realize that they raised power at
that place that they could tap into and are just moving because of
the attention they attracted.”

“That does make sense, Shay,” Steven
agreed.

“Yeah, probably.” I chewed the inside of my
bottom lip, my eyes unfocused as I remembered last night’s dream.
“Well then, maybe we have the site for tomorrow night, or at least
the location. We can go and stake it out and when we see who ever
it is and who ever the girl is, we can stop it.”

“What about the beast that chases you?” Jodi
asked.

“What about it?” I looked at her a little
confused.

“Aren’t you worried about it?”

“I guess not. I mean, you guys aren’t ever in
the dream, so maybe the dream was also a warning about what could
happen if you didn’t go with me. But you’ll be there. That’ll
probably change some of the outcomes.” I shrugged. “Besides, the
beast may not even be real. It could be my subconscious warning me
about getting hurt by the guy that’s doing this.”

“Yeah, I guess…” Jodi didn’t sound so
sure.

“What would make you feel better?” I
asked.

“Maybe we should go tonight and try and find
the place he’s gonna be and do some preemptive casting for
protection?”

“How can we cast against something we don’t
know what is? Or if it even exists?” Steven asked.

“Yeah, that does seem kinda dangerous,” I
said. “Besides, I’m a little worried going near Malibu today,
anyway. There were probably landslides or something from yesterday.
It’s not much, but one more day for the ground to settle would make
me feel better.”

“You mean you want to go down there blind?”
Jodi’s voice rose dangerously high.

“We’re gonna be blind anyway,” Steven said,
putting a hand on her knee. “We don’t know who we’re looking for or
where he’ll be coming from or where he’ll be starting out when he
first goes into the woods.”

We spent the rest of the afternoon devising a
plan to save this anonymous girl, knowing that she would follow the
guy into the woods willingly, but not because she knew why. The
girl in my dream had no idea where they were going or why, but she
was definitely following. Apparently, all the horror movies in the
world don’t teach everyone.

We each agreed to bring our athames. We were
also bringing a supply of consecrated water. We agreed that since
this was going to be an ambush we didn’t need to be weighed down by
a lot of tools. We could tap into each other’s power without the
pomp and circumstance of an altar. I was worried, but there wasn’t
anything for it. I knew in my heart of hearts this was going to
happen tomorrow and we had to stop it.


Chapter 13

I was in the kitchen, all the lights were
out, and everyone had gone to bed. The only light came from the
glow of the inside of the refrigerator as I held the door open,
leaning in to look for something. I had no idea what I was looking
for. I wasn’t even sure I was hungry. I started to reach for a can
of whip cream when I heard the lightest of knocks on the front
door. My hand was frozen in the air, shaped like a claw reaching
for the can, I turned to stare in the direction of the front
door.

I stood up straight, gently closing the
refrigerator door and turned to look at the clock on the microwave.
It was after eleven o’clock. I’m a very paranoid person. Most
people don’t think maniacs will knock on the door, but what easier
way is there to get past a locked door than having someone on the
other side unlock it for you?

I tiptoed on sock covered feet towards the
front door. Every nerve in my body was tingling with tension; the
pent-up internal energy sparked inside me and flowed to my fingers,
rushing to set the tips on fire, raising the hair on my arms. If it
were Jodi or Steven, they would’ve called. The person tapped on the
front door again, no louder than the first time. I froze. I was
only steps away from the front door and the windows by it. I looked
to the hallway and contemplated getting my dad, but something held
me in place. I wanted to open the door. I thought of all those
horror movies where the girl is home alone in the middle of the
night and stupidly opens the door for the crazed killer. I always
yelled at those girls and thought they deserved to die for being so
stupid. Was I going to be that girl?

I made it to the window to the left of the
front door; you could see who was at the door without them noticing
you were looking. I lifted the very corner of the binds less than
an inch away and peered through the darkness at the figure. It was
a man, tall by my standards, dark hair that was probably lighter
than it looked now. He was huddled in a thick coat, his hands
shoved into the pockets, rounding his shoulders forward. He scuffed
his toe on my doorstep and looked up at the overhang above the
door. He reached out, balling up his fist and started reaching for
the door again, but hesitated this time. His hand fell and he
turned away from the door just as a car with its high beams on
rounded the corner in front of my house, throwing the bright lights
across Jensen’s startling features.

I scrambled for the door. I forgot that I was
in silly stripped socks, oversized flannel pajama bottoms, and a
sweatshirt that was probably three or four sizes too big. I flipped
the front porch light on first, the fastest thing I could do to
signal to him. I fumbled with the deadbolt and finally was able to
wrench the door open. It was swollen from all the rain, but with
one firm tug it gave. Jensen had stopped at the very edge of the
front step when I turned on the light and was facing the door when
I opened it. His skin looked luminescent in the darkness, making
his blue eyes stand out in stark contrast, like an ocean just after
a storm and the skies have opened up with brilliant sunlight.

“What are you doing here?” I whispered, happy
to hear my voice was steady, if not suspicious.

“I was hoping we could talk?” he had the
courtesy to whisper too.

“It’s after eleven o’clock, my parents…” I
made a vague gesture to the house behind me.

“Oh right… we could sit in my car.” He
mimicked my motion behind him towards the road.

“Um… I don’t know, Jensen. I mean…” I let my
voice trail off. There wasn’t much that I’d like better than to sit
in a dark private place with him where no one would interrupt us. I
mentally blinked, realizing I hadn’t even admitted that to myself
yet.

“Please?” His voice sounded a little
strained, like it was very important that I say yes. I sighed and
looked back towards the hallway. I could hear my father’s distant
snoring and the rest of the house was quiet. If my parents woke up
and found me out of the house without permission – in a car with a
boy no less – I’d be grounded for sure. I knew I shouldn’t risk
that with our plans for the next night, but a bigger part of me
really wanted to go to him.

“Ok, hold on.” I put up one finger and then
closed the door silently behind me as I stepped back into the
house. I dashed as quietly as I could back to my room and grabbed
my rain boots and my house keys. I kept them cupped in my hand to
keep them from making any noise and made it back out the front
door. Jensen had gone a few steps down our front walk and was
staring out at the road with his back to me. I realized my stomach
was tied up in knots that made it hard to breath. Me, nervous?

I locked the door behind me in case anyone
woke up; I didn’t want them to see an unlocked front door and get
suspicious and go looking for me. I scuffed my feet a little as I
walked up behind Jensen so he’d know I was there without needing to
say anything. I was a little afraid of how my voice would sound. He
turned and gave me a small, almost sad, smile and motioned towards
the car with his head. We walked side by side across the front
lawn. I was horribly aware of the fact that he was dressed quite
well for a spur of the moment meeting, whereas I had lost any hint
of a figure in my baggy clothing. At least I was warm. Yeah, sure,
that made me feel better.

He unlocked the car with an alarm remote, but
he still reached for the passenger side door and opened it for me
before walking around and getting in on the driver’s side. I sat
with my left shoulder braced against the seat and my left leg
curled under me so I could face him. He turned the car on and I was
grateful to find his car was nowhere near as loud as mine. The
radio was already on, but he turned the volume down low, making it
a light background noise, still loud enough to fill any silences.
He sat back in his seat. He wrapped his hands around the steering
wheel as if we were going somewhere, but he didn’t put the car into
gear. I had no idea why he wanted to talk to me and didn’t want to
be the first to break the silence so I just sat there, waiting.

“Strange weather we’ve been having lately,
huh?” Jensen didn’t strike me as one for small talk, so that took
me aback at first, but he was pointedly not looking at me. This
wasn’t small talk.

“That’s putting it lightly,” I said
carefully. He nodded, his eyes still fixed on some far off point
outside the windshield. I realized in my nervousness I had
re-enforced my shields so much that I could almost see a fuzzy
quality around the edges of Jensen’s body. I took a moment and
centered myself. I had so much practice at doing this that I didn’t
have to close my eyes or change my breathing. Slowly, like peeling
away the layers of an onion, I took down my shields until the fuzzy
quality faded and Jensen came back into sharp contrast. A weight
pressed down on my chest, making it very difficult to breath. I
opened my mouth and took in a deep, painful breath. Jensen turned
and looked at me, a mixture of fear, anger, and confusion passed
behind his eyes as he did.

“You’re reading me.” He didn’t ask, he knew
better, but I wasn’t, not on purpose.

“No, I am not. You’re projecting, a lot.” I
put my hand on my chest involuntarily, still having to control my
breathing very obviously. He was upset and that was affecting his
ability to control his shields. I wanted to reach out to him, give
him some comfort and reassurance, but if just reading him bothered
him that much I didn’t think he’d want me to influence him either.
“Are you ok?” I finally asked.

“No, no, I’m not.”

I was surprised he answered so quickly and
honestly. I was so used to our word games that I thought I would
have to draw or trick it out of him.

“I think I need help.”

I heard a squeak and looked at his hands. He
was gripping the steering wheel hard enough that the plastic
underneath was giving and his fingers were long past white and were
turning red with the effort.

“I haven’t slept in days… I’m in over my head
and I can’t seem to break the surface. I’m drowning, Shayna.” He
turned those endless eyes on me and I didn’t have time to enjoy the
way he said my name. He was in pain and I didn’t think it was just
emotional.

“What do you mean? What are you in over your
head with?” I asked calmly, lowering my voice to a whisper. I had
found after years of dealing with people’s emotions, the level of
your voice effected people much more deeply than most realized.

“I don’t want to drag you into this. It isn’t
fair of me. I shouldn’t have brought you this far as it is…” I
didn’t think he was really talking to me anymore. He had looked
away and shook his head as he spoke.

“What are you talking about? You haven’t done
anything to me.” Anxiety pulsed out of his body and pushed me away
from him. I felt like I was fighting to walk against a hot, angry
wind.

“If only I had more control.” I was afraid he
would burst the blood vessels in his hands if he didn’t let go
soon. “I’m so sorry. You have to know that, Shayna, I tried to stop
this. If I had known…” He turned back to me suddenly and I realized
I had leaned towards him without really being conscious of doing
so. Our faces were only inches away. I could smell his skin; it was
sweet and dusky. I could almost taste it. He wrinkled his brow for
just a moment and then leaned in, closing the few inches between
us.

His lips were soft and firm at the same time.
He kissed me almost angrily, I had the sense that he was trying to
draw me into him. I sighed against him, trying to memorize the
contours of his lips, the fullness of his bottom lip, the heat of
his mouth. I reached out and touched his cheek with just my
fingertips. A sharp twinge of power shot through my fingertips,
shocking me enough to break the kiss.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered, closing his eyes
and letting his head fall.

“Don’t be,” I whispered, a little angry with
myself for ruining the moment.

“I should go.” He turned to open his door. I
reached out for his arm to stop him, but before I could even touch
him that same energetic shock ran through me. I pulled my hand back
suddenly, staring at it and remembering when Jodi and Steven had
tried to read the spells in my journal. He was out of the car and
on my side before I realized he’d cleared his door. He opened my
door and stood back to let me out.

“I thought you wanted to talk?” I asked as I
stepped out, standing in front of him.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, still not
looking at me. He shut the door quietly and turned, placing a hand
on the small of my back to lead me back up to my front door. I had
the sensation of tiny electric pulses running up and down my spine
from his touch. I stepped up onto my front step and he took his
hand away and just as suddenly the sensations faded away as if they
had never been there. I unlocked the front door and opened it an
inch before I turned around to look at him again.

He had taken several steps back, too far away
now to speak in whispers. I bit down on my lower lip, confusion
plain on my face and I didn’t care. He raised a hand to me and gave
a small wave and turned to go. I started to say something but I
heard movement in the house and knew I needed to get inside before
either of my parents found me outside. I closed the door as quietly
as possible and threw the locks into place. By the time I made it
to the window, his car was already gone.

 


As everyone hoped, school was closed again on
Friday. There had been the occasional drizzle overnight and so many
classrooms had been under two feet of water that the schools didn’t
want to risk bringing kids back in when they could use the next
three days to repair the damages as best as the public schools
could afford to do. I spent the better part of the morning
meditating, reaching out, and reinforcing my personal
shields. Steven and Jodi were at home concentrating on calling up
and storing all the Air and Fire energy that they could. Earth
magic was easier to call up if I was outside, which we would be, so
I didn’t feel the need to store any excess energy.

We knew the ritual wouldn’t be performed
until midnight, so we needed to be down the coast after dark with
alibis that would let us out of our houses well past our curfews.
According to my mom, I was spending the night at Jodi’s, and
according to Jodi’s mom, she was spending the night at my house. I
didn’t know what Steven’s alibi was, but he’d said not to worry
about it so I didn’t; I had enough things to worry about more than
something as trivial as that.

I packed an overnight bag, laying our vials
of consecrated water in the bottom and some clothing over them and
then our ritual knives on top. I stared down at them, gleaming in
the overhead light of my room and suddenly had a sense of great
disappointment. Here we were, ready to charge into the dark forest
armed with three knives. For the knives to be useful, we would have
to be in very close proximity to the sociopath, not really what I
was going for.

I jumped as my phone vibrated in my pocket,
not realizing I had been holding my breath. I fumbled for the phone
and got it to my ear before the voicemail picked up. “Hello?” My
voice sounded too quiet.

“Terra?” Jodi’s voice sounded concerned over
the phone.

“Yeah, Fae.” I concentrated on breathing
normal to steady my voice.

“You alright?”

“Yeah, just didn’t think I’d get the phone in
time. You ready?”

“Yeah. Drake’s here so you don’t have to go
get him.”

“Good. You got your water?”

“Yeah, it’s in my bag.”

“Good, I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
We both hung up without saying good-bye. I didn’t think much of it
since I knew I’d be seeing her soon. I walked out into the living
room, my bag slung over my shoulder, and gave both my parents a
kiss good-bye. It wasn’t something we did often, but I guess I was
a little more worried about tonight than I was willing to admit. If
this was the last time I saw my parents, I’d like to feel good
about our last moment together.

I was idling outside Jodi’s house in less
than five minutes after we’d hung up. Steven slid into the back
with the bags and Jodi took the front seat. Everything was as
normal as if we were going to the movies on a Friday night. Too bad
we weren’t. I had my New Age CD in the stereo again, hoping the
soothing tones would calm our nerves. My hopes weren’t high.

We drove in silence; Jodi and Steven both
were gazing out their respective windows, as if keeping lookout for
some monster in the falling light. I was gripping the steering
wheel tight enough to strain my fingers. I realized about a half
hour down the road that my fingers were, in fact, aching. I eased
my grip one finger at a time and took a deep breath, exhaling a
little loudly through my mouth.

“Ditto,” Steven muttered from the backseat. I
glanced in the rearview mirror and saw that most of the color from
his face was gone and the lines in his jaw were so tight I could
tell he was grinding his teeth. Jodi didn’t look much better.

“We need to calm down,” I said to the car at
large. “Working ourselves up like this isn’t going to help us.
It’ll probably hurt us actually, so we need to calm down.”

“Easier said than done,” Jodi said more than
a little cynically.

“I know, but still we need to try.” I took my
right hand off of the steering wheel completely and flexed my
fingers back and forth trying to loosen them. Despite my efforts,
we still kept silent racing down the highway, the ocean a black
horizon meeting the deep blue sky of twilight out the passenger
side windows. I turned the heater on a little higher as the windows
started to frost over. We all had dressed warmly and darkly, all
dark blue jeans and dark hooded sweatshirts, but the winter air was
still chilling.

Finally, after what felt like far too long, I
found the mile marker and parking lot I had been looking for. Down
the highway there were two parking lots on either side of the road;
one was used mostly by surfers and the other was for a campground
that was completely deserted now. We parked in the surfer’s parking
lot, facing the campground so we could watch and wait for whoever
would be coming. We agreed they would probably park as far back
away from the highway as possible to stay out of sight. I cut the
engine and the lights and reached behind my seat for a couple of
blankets. Without the heater, it was going to get cold inside the
car fast. I handed one to Steven and stretched the other over the
front seats for Jodi and me. We huddled down until we could just
see over the dashboard so we wouldn’t be too obvious and settled
into the long wait.

Full dark fell around us in a hush; past the
windows you couldn’t see where the rocks ended and the ocean
started. If it weren’t for the crashing, angry waves left over from
the storm, you wouldn’t know it was out there. I rolled my head
back and forth trying to loosen up my neck and shoulder muscles.
Jodi was curled in her seat with the edge of the blanket up on her
shoulders and clutched under her chin, leaving her head floating in
the darkness. I glanced over my shoulder to check on Steven and
nearly jumped in shock; he had fallen asleep curled up in the
backseat!

“Are you serious!” I hissed at him, arching
over my seat and reaching out to him to swat him on the hip. Jodi
turned in her seat to see what was wrong and let her blue eyes go
wide seeing Steven just start to wake up.

“Way to be a team player!” Her voice was
louder than mine and made me jump again, but I managed to swat
Steven again.

“Wake up! Wake up!” Two more swats and Steven
came around fighting the blanket to sit up.

“Dude! I’m up, I’m up!” Steven said a little
angrily.

“Shhhhh!” I put my finger to my mouth and
shook my head at him. “Shut up! Jesus Christ! Are you kidding me?”
I glared at him ready to ball him out when Jodi taped me rapidly,
almost hitting me.

“Look!” She had hunched back down in her
seat, leaning towards the dashboard and pointing out the
windshield. I turned around quickly and scooted down in my seat,
peering over the steering wheel and drawing in my bottom lip to
chew on it. A dark car had just turned into the campground parking
lot across the highway from us, slowly rolling past the first few
rows of parking spots.

“Guess that’s our cue?” Steven asked in a
whisper just over my shoulder.

“Not yet, we don’t want to let them see us.
Don’t know what he’ll do to the girl if he sees us coming for
them,” I said, never taking my eyes off the red glow of the car’s
taillights.

“We don’t want to lose them in the woods
though,” Jodi whispered.

“Yeah, but… Oh, look!” I cut myself off.
“He’s parking.” We watched intently; I was pretty sure all of us
were holding our breath. We could hear the distant echo of two car
doors slamming shut.

“Ok, come on,” I whispered again and opened
my car door, Jodi following my lead, and Steven getting out behind
her. I gently set the door against the car and leaned my body
against it to close it as quietly as possible with Jodi copying
everything I did. We each had a vial of water in each pocket and
gripped our knives in our dominant hands. We dashed across the
highway, head and shoulders hunched down, trying to hide in the
open, and hurried through the parking lot to follow the two into
the woods.

The girl’s giggles floated back to me on a
cold wind that made me shiver with fresh goose bumps. Her voice
sounded more familiar than just one dream would have made it, but I
didn’t have time to dwell on it. They were far enough into the
woods to let us follow unnoticed. We stopped on the very edge of
the asphalt before it became earthen floor and I turned and looked
at Jodi and nodded.

She took a deep, steadying breath and reached
out for my left hand. We turned and faced the woods, arms spread
wide. Jodi closed her eyes and turned her face skyward. I closed my
eyes to keep anything from distracting me, trusting Steven to keep
a look out for anyone or thing. I was acting as Jodi’s anchor,
keeping her physically and magically grounded as she called up the
winds that were beginning to swirl around us, circling our ankles
and dancing through our hair.

I felt her shiver and her energy shift,
pulsing like a heartbeat and with every beat her energy grew
stronger and wider. Just at the breaking point of losing control of
her built up power, she released it in a gush of wind that raced
through the trees, bushes, and fallen leaves. My hair blew away
from my face and I had to concentrate on not losing my footing when
the wind swirled back and pushed against me. We heard the music of
the forest in the winds. Jodi came back to herself quicker than we
would have done in a circle, but time was of the essence. Now with
the sound cover of the wind playing through the forest we could
move faster.

I nodded again to both of them and we stepped
into the forest.

 


In our effort to be unseen and unheard, we
had let them get farther away from us than I would have liked, but
because of the noise from the wind I felt comfortable enough to
hurry to catch up to them. After about thirty paces into the forest
I could hear the girl’s giggling float back to me carried on the
wind. My stomach flipped and I felt a cold sweat break out on the
small of my back as I rode the wave of déjà vu. I concentrated on
my breathing and on the noise of Steven and Jodi’s footsteps behind
me and slightly to each side. I wasn’t alone, I had to remember
that.

“Where are we going?” The girl’s voice
sounded farther away than her giggles had led me to believe. I
couldn’t hear the man’s response. I glanced over my shoulder at
Steven and motioned with my hand to hurry. He relayed the message
to Jodi and we started hiking faster. I was focusing on my breath,
trying to keep it even, when I finally saw something pass between
two trees just twenty feet ahead of us. I froze in my tracks and
luckily both Jodi and Steven did the same. We were as silent as
stone statues.

“Wait… I don’t- ack!” I heard the girl’s
voice; she sounded frustrated, and maybe even a little scared.
“Where did you go? Damnit! I tripped!” She whined and I strained my
memory to remember where I’d heard that voice before.

Hey, Jodi’s yellow thoughts whispered
in my mind as she leaned towards me, taking hold of my wrist. I
turned at looked at Steven, holding out my arm to him, being
careful to point my knife away from him. Steven took my arm,
joining the channel Jodi had created. Doesn’t she sound like
Michelle? Jodi asked.

Who? I asked turning confused eyes to
her.

Oh my god! Yes! Oh my god, Terra!
Steven’s terrified red-tinged words raced in my mind.

Who are you talking about?

Michelle! Tracy’s friend! Jodi thought
at me, a little frustrated, but I could hear the fear overriding
the frustration.

Oh my god…I whispered letting my mind
race back to History and Michelle glaring at us for talking during
the movie. I had never paid too much attention to Michelle, but
even I could tell it was definitely Michelle’s voice that was
echoing back to us. We turned as one back towards Michelle’s
pleading voice. She was lost and whoever brought her here didn’t
seem to care.

We started towards her, but I felt all the
hair on my arms stand on end in the prickling sensation of power
reaching out towards me. I took a deep breath and forced as much
energy as I could into all three of our shields, forcing the power
back away from us. What was that? Jodi asked, not having let
go yet. I didn’t want to distract myself by answering her, so I
just shook my head, straining my eyes to search through the
darkness.

“Hey! Are you seriously gonna leave me out
here alone?” I was pretty sure I heard her stomp her foot in anger
like a child; I had the image of her hands balled into fists at her
sides and shook my head. I was risking the lives of my two best
friends and my life for an idiotic brat.

Come on, I whispered into their minds
and broke the channel by stepping forward. I knew that rush of
power that had reached out to us was him looking for us. I had
hoped he was enough of an amateur not to feel the magic in the wind
Jodi had called up, but if he was already possessed he may have
more power than I could expect.

“There you are,” Michelle said. I could
hardly hear her anymore.

I turned towards the faint voice and hurried
my pace again, thin branches catching on my clothes and scratching
welts into my face as we went. Jodi had to stop twice to untangle
her short hair from prickly twigs. I had pulled my hair up into a
bun to avoid things like that, but Jodi’s bob was too short to pull
back. I didn’t want to slow my pace but I was worried about being
separated, so Steven and I slowed and finally turned to look back
at Jodi and wait for her. Once Jodi was less than ten paces away
from us, Steven turned to continue on and was just past me when I
saw Jodi stumble and fall to the ground. All the air was pushed out
of her as she hit the forest floor, keeping her from crying out. I
started towards her to help her up when her eyes flew wide and she
tried to scramble towards me frantically, but something caught her
and dragged her farther away from me.

I gasped and lunged for her, hitting the
ground in front of her but close enough to grab her wrist in both
my hands. I swiveled around, bringing my legs forward and sitting
back on my butt. I drove my heels into the ground and pulled with
all my strength. Steven wasn’t as quick on my tail as I would have
liked, but he ran past me and got to Jodi’s legs and stopped short,
turning to look at me with a terrified look on his face. “Terra!
It’s the roots of a tree!”

“What?”

“Her leg! A tree’s roots are wrapped around
her ankle!” He was clawing at her leg frantically, tearing at her
jeans, and I saw flecks of bark hit his face as he tried to peal it
away from her.

“Get up here!” I nearly yelled at him, “Take
her arms!” Steven crawled up to me and slid in between Jodi and me,
scooting his body down to wrap his arms around her torso and drove
his heels into the ground just as I had done. I let go of Jodi’s
arms and she wrapped both arms around Steven’s neck, hanging on for
dear life.

I slid towards her legs and, sure enough, a
thick tree root caught her right leg, but it had broken free of the
ground and was actually wrapped around her ankle like a shackle and
was trying to pull her into the ground. I would have survived,
being able to breathe in the ground, but Jodi couldn’t. I laid both
hands on the tree root. A searing heat burned my palms, racing up
my arms and causing my whole body to ache with the pain of the
burn.

I am Terra, Earth Mother, hear me and
obey! I invoked all the earth energy I had in my body and
pumped it into my hands and down through the roots. Release us
from your grasp! Another shocking wave of heat struck me
through the tree, but I held on. Release us! Release us now!
My voice echoed in a booming resonance through my mind and I felt
Jodi and Steven gasp in shock as if they had felt my power.

The root trembled in my hands and in that
perfect moment its grasp loosened and Jodi kicked free. Steven
pulled with all his strength and they were out of the tree’s
reach.

Jodi’s face was streaked with tears, but she
wasn’t crying from fear, just pain, and was already regaining her
composure. I pulled up her pant leg and saw an angry welt forming
there. I placed my hands around her ankle and drew out the pain and
pulled it into my hands. It seared my skin just as it had seared
hers, but I held on to it, saddling it. The welt faded from her
pale skin, leaving it unmarred, and she breathed a sigh of relief.
We all stood and raced towards the girl’s voice. He knew we were
here and was trying to stop us from reaching them—all pretences
were over.

I raced in the direction I knew they were
going. We were getting closer; I could feel the air around us,
though racing with Jodi’s wind, was getting thicker and a little
harder to breathe. He was trying to keep us away. Just when I
wasn’t sure we’d be able to breathe if we went much further, I
heard Michelle say, “Um… what is this?” I knew they were inside his
circle. He didn’t respond to her. Michelle giggled again, “Come on,
tell me. What’re we doing here?” She had let her voice fall to a
deeper octave trying to be coy and seductive.

We broke the tree line into the clearing we
were racing towards. I had the sensation of breaking through the
wall of a gentle waterfall pass over me. I looked around and saw
Michelle’s back as she was being led by the hand towards a table
laid with black cloth and lit candles. How they were staying lit in
the gushing wind I didn’t know. Jodi and Steven hadn’t stepped into
the clearing; I looked over my shoulder at them and saw that they
were trying to push past an invisible wall, looking at me with
terrified eyes. I looked back to Michelle and saw she was
dangerously near the table. I couldn’t let her reach the table.
Something inside me urged me beyond control and before I could stop
myself I called out to her, “Michelle! Stop!”

Michelle turned to me, confusion plain on her
face, but the man refused to turn and look at me. I tried to look
at him, but my eyes seemed to slide past him, only able to focus on
the table and trees behind him. I closed my eyes and shook my head
trying to clear my vision. I knew that trick, having used it
myself, but it didn’t stop me from trying to look at him anyway. He
was reaching for the hooded cloak draped over the table. Swirling
it with a flourish, he put it on, pulling the hood over his
head.

“Shayna?” Michelle looked at me, confusion
quickly being replaced by anger. I didn’t understand her reaction,
but I ran towards her anyway. She finally saw the knife in my hand
and screamed, backing up into the man, but he still didn’t turn.
She ran around him to use him as a shield against me, putting
herself in front of him. Michelle looked up into his face, opening
her mouth to speak, but no words came out. Her face was frozen in
fear. I was able to focus on him long enough to see his free hand
was raised above his head, gripping the same menacing knife I had
seen in my dream.

“Michelle! Run to me!” I screamed at her,
still running towards her. Michelle tried to jerk her hand away
from him and dodged out of the way just in time for the knife to
fly past her as he tried to plunge it into her. Michelle screamed
wordlessly, tearing at his hand with her free hand. I finally got
to her. But just as I too tried to strike with my knife he spun
around to face me, pulling Michelle into his chest and wrapping his
arm around her torso, pining her arms to her side and holding the
point of the knife dangerously near her throat. I couldn’t see his
face as the hood of his cloak cast a deep shadow.

“What do you want?” I couldn’t think of
anything else to say. If he wanted Michelle dead, he could do it at
any second.

He didn’t answer me but motioned towards
Michelle and then to me with his chin. A trade. I had come into the
circle willingly, idiot. “Fine, let her go,” I said, proud to hear
my voice was steady, but he shook his head. He wasn’t going to give
up his hostage that easily.

My palms ached with burning and something
inside me clicked and I lunged towards them. Michelle screamed as I
grabbed his forearm. I transferred the searing heat I had pulled
out of Jodi’s leg into his arm, multiplying it with my own power,
and he screamed, letting go of Michelle and stumbling backwards. I
grabbed Michelle without thinking and raced away from him to the
tree line, towards Jodi and Steven.

We crashed through the trees and bushes and
fallen leaves, stumbling and sliding downhill, desperate to get
away. I never once let go of Michelle. Like breaking the surface of
water after nearly drowning, the four of us fell down the last few
feet of a hill and tumbled out onto the highway. I felt the grip of
terror fall away from me as soon as we hit the asphalt. We
scrambled as one and raced to the parking lot and into my car,
tearing down the highway. I glanced in my rearview mirror to look
at Michelle just as she fainted.


Chapter 14

“Ok, where are we going?” I asked over my
shoulder, looking back and forth from Jodi to Steven. We had been
driving for twenty minutes and were turning off the highway. I
planned to cut through the farm fields to make our way to the
freeway to get back into town quickly. “We can’t take her home like
that.”

“Well, we need to find out who she was with,
so we should keep her with us until she wakes up so we can talk to
her,” Steven said, looking at me through the rearview mirror.

“Let’s go to the movie theater.” Jodi
said.

“Why there?” I asked.

“Because it’s Friday night, that’s a normal
place for us to have been. And it’s not a weird place to be parked
in the middle of the night, so it’ll give us time to talk to her
and calm her down.”

“Good point.” I nodded, glancing over my
shoulder to change lanes to exit the freeway. We pulled into the
movie theater parking lot just a few minutes later.

“Here, Steven, switch with me,” Jodi said,
opening her door.

“Why?” Steven asked as he got out.

“Because, of the three of us,” Jodi started
to explain as she climbed in back, “Michelle knows me best. We have
band together and everything, it’ll be less of a shock if she sees
me first when she wakes up.” I left the engine running for the heat
and the dome light. Steven and I sat up on our knees, looking over
the back of the seat to watch Jodi as she gently slapped Michelle
on the cheeks and tried to shake her awake. “Come on, honey, that’s
it, wake up.”

“What?” Michelle whispered almost too quietly
for us to hear. She took a deep breath and shook her head slowly,
letting her eyes flutter open and focus on Jodi’s smiling,
comforting face.

“Hey, Michelle, you okay?”

“Jodi?” Michelle’s face was a mask of
confusion. She rubbed her eyes and scooted back to sit up
straighter. “What’s going on?”

“We were gonna ask you the same thing,” Jodi
said, reaching out to pat her hand.

“Where are we? The movies?” She asked,
looking out the windows. “Did we go to the movies together?” Jodi
looked at me for a second while Michelle was distracted. I
shrugged, not wanting to say anything that might upset
Michelle.

“Michelle, do you not remember what happened
tonight?” Jodi asked carefully.

“Not really…” Michelle looked at each of us
in turn. “Um, I remember getting ready and leaving my house but…
but I don’t remember anything else.” Her voice grew stronger with
each confused word. “That’s not good. Did I hit my head or
something?”

“You mean you don’t remember anything after
leaving your house? Not even who you left with?” Jodi asked,
gripping her hand.

“No.”

“We saw you slip on the asphalt because it
was still wet and you hit your head. You feeling okay?” Jodi lied
easily. Both Steven and I were careful to keep our faces schooled
into looks of concern.

“Um, yeah, my head does kinda hurt actually.
Do you mind giving me a ride home?”

“Sure, no problem,” I said trying to keep my
voice light and easy. Steven and I sat down in our seats and I put
the car into gear to ease out of the parking lot.

 


We drove Michelle home and Jodi walked her to
her front door to make sure she got in safe and sound without
falling; she was still a little weak in the knees from shock. I
drove Steven home first and then dropped Jodi off. We decided that
we’d each tell our parents that the other wasn’t feeling well so we
left early not wanting to catch whatever it was. We all three
agreed it was best if we went home and got some rest and would deal
with this in the morning.

My body ached as it only could after
excessive exercise and not enough protein to feed the muscles. I
got undressed slowly, becoming painfully aware with each movement
of the injuries I had sustained and hadn’t noticed until now when
all the adrenaline had faded away. My face was covered in tiny
scratches that were red against my pale skin. I had apparently
twisted my ankle at some point, but not enough to make it swell and
I could still walk with an almost unnoticeable limp. The sleeves of
my sweatshirt were torn almost to ribbons, leaving the skin
underneath ragged and covered in welts. Getting dressed in the
morning was going to be a lot of fun. I prayed the redness in the
scratches on my face would fade enough by the morning that I could
cover the majority of them with make-up. I thanked God the interior
of my car had been dark enough to camouflage our faces from
Michelle. Hopefully she’d attribute any scratches she might have
herself to falling on asphalt.

Once I was finally in my sweatpants and an
oversized t-shirt and the brambles and tangles were brushed out of
my hair, I pulled the covers back on my bed and climbed inside. I
snuggled down against my pillows and pulled the covers up to my
chin, gazing out at the T.V. but not really seeing what was on. I
reached under the collar of my shirt and pulled out the pentagram,
clutching it tight in my palm, letting the metal bite into my skin.
It was comforting though, my talisman of protection. With it and
the covers of my bed, nothing could touch me.

Every time I closed my eyes, Michelle’s
terrified face would flash in my mind. I shuttered and stopped
trying to go to sleep; I opened my eyes and watched mindless late
night programming, allowing myself to fall asleep naturally rather
than forcing myself to.

In the morning, my mother peeked her head
inside my room to see if I was really there, having noticed my car
parked outside. I gave her the story of Jodi not feeling very well
last night so I came home. She was satisfied with my explanation
and withdrew her head, leaving me to pull the covers over my head
and steal a few more minutes of sleep before I decided it was time
to get up and deal with last night’s events.

I crept into the bathroom to get a shower,
not wanting my parents to hear me moving around before I could get
a good look at my face and the scratches that were there. I wasn’t
surprised to feel how sore my legs and back were when I slid out of
bed and stood up. I didn’t have to worry about walking softly to
keep from making noise; I had no choice but to walk carefully
thanks to the tightness in my legs and tenderness of my ankle.

I locked the bathroom door behind me and took
a few moments to examine my face in the mirror before turning the
shower on. Luckily the scratches had in fact faded and were already
healing. Most were close to the edges of my face so I could easily
hide them with make-up. I took a long hot shower, washing the dirt
from last night out of my hair and from underneath my fingernails
and letting the hot water soothe my aching back. I put my make-up
on in the bathroom, not wanting to risk being seen. I hardly ever
wear foundation or powder, so this was not something I enjoyed
applying.

My body was still achingly sore, all the
worse now for the restless night’s sleep, although the hot water
had eased some of the tension from my muscles. I got ready quickly
after blowing out my hair. I was meeting Steven and Jodi at the
café on Main St for breakfast, not wanting to deal with explaining
to the respective parents that Jodi or I were feeling better
already.

Not surprisingly, without me to pick them up,
I got to the restaurant before Jodi or Steven and was already
enjoying my second cup of coffee by the time they joined me. Steven
had borrowed his mother’s car to drive them. From the looks on
their faces and the dark circles under their eyes, their night was
just as bad as mine had been.

“Morning,” I said as they sat down, I didn’t
feel the need to add the “good” to it. They both just kind of
nodded at me, making noncommittal grunting noises. I had already
ordered coffee for them and the waitress came around to pour the
steaming liquid for them, refilling mine for the third time.

“The usual’s?” The waitress asked
politely.

“Yeah, that’d be great,” I said, not waiting
for Jodi or Steven to comment. They were both bent over their
coffee cups, totally oblivious to the waitress. She looked at them
for a moment before looking back to me. I smiled to her as politely
as I could; she nodded with a knowing look in her eye and turned to
walk away. Exhausted teenagers at ten o’clock on a Saturday morning
equals hangovers, everyone knows that.

“So, what are we gonna do?” Steven asked over
his cup, sooner than I expected either of them to speak.

“I’m not sure yet. With Michelle not
remembering anything, it makes it kinda hard to figure out who
we’re looking for,” I said with a sigh.

“Hey,” Jodi said, looking up from her coffee.
“How exactly did you get him to let go of her anyway? I wanted to
ask you last night but I forgot.”

“Oh, yeah, well it was bizarre, I’d never
done it before.” I paused to take a sip of my coffee. “Remember how
I pulled the pain out of your ankle?” They both nodded at me. “All
of a sudden, while I was telling him to let her go, my hands burned
with it. I just reached out and grabbed his arm and pushed it into
him. I think it actually burned him because he screamed and let go
of her and it smelled like a burn. And it felt really hot when I
did it.”

“Are you serious?” Steven asked, incredulity
in his voice.

“What?”

“You burned him by touching him?”

“Well no, I mean, I redirected Jodi’s pain
into him, so it wasn’t just touching him,” I explained
carefully.

“Oh, yeah, I get it,” he nodded,
satisfied.

“So do you think it left a mark?” Jodi
asked.

“I don’t know… maybe?”

“If it did, then we may be able to find the
guy,” she added.

“What, you want to go around to every guy we
see and roll up his sleeve and check for a burn mark?” I asked
sarcastically.

“No, but you know, you could at least rule
out Jensen,” Steven said.

“That’s true,” Jodi agreed, surprising me a
little.

“Didn’t think about that,” I said, glancing
out the window by our booth. The thought that I could clear
Jensen’s name made my stomach flutter. The waitress came by with
our plates stacked expertly in her arms and set them down in front
of us. She reached behind the counter next to us for a carafe of
coffee and refilled our cups without being asked. “Even still, I
don’t actually know it left a mark.”

“Dude, if you could smell it, you left a
mark. I’d understand if it just felt hot that maybe you didn’t, but
nothing smells like a burn.” Steven said knowingly and I couldn’t
really argue with a Fire Elemental about that.

“How am I going to explain wanting to see his
arm though?” I asked skeptically.

“Well,” Steven said as he cut into his French
toast. “Don’t. Just tell him you want to see his arm. If he
refuses, then he’s hiding something.” He shrugged as if it was the
simplest thing in the world.

“Seriously, Shay, why not? I mean, how
would you explain it? Just tell him you want to see his arm.
If he asks why, just tell him to humor you,” Jodi agreed.

“Yeah, maybe.” I took a bite of my toast, not
really looking at anything. “So say we rule out Jensen. We still
have to figure out who the guy was. Any suggestions or
guesses?”

“Well, we determined that he does this ritual
on Friday’s right? So we have almost a whole week to figure out who
it is or at least where he’ll be this time.” Steven said around
another bite of bread.

“Yeah, I don’t really think he’d be stupid
enough to try a human sacrifice two nights in a row,” Jodi
commented.

“We can only hope, at least. I mean, if he
does, I have no idea where he’d go unless he went to one of the two
places he’s tried already,” I said, picking up my coffee cup and
cradling it in my hands to warm my fingers. I didn’t like the idea
of assuming he wouldn’t try something two days in a row since it
hadn’t stopped him with the animals, but all we could do would be
to stake out the two sites. That would mean splitting up and that
was something I just was not doing.

“Well, I really doubt he’d try Malibu again
since we found him,” Steven said, pointing at me with his fork.
“And I heard the cops are keeping a patrol cop stationed near his
place in Ojai.” That was new information for me.

“How do you know that?” I asked, setting my
cup down.

“We heard it on the radio on the way over,”
Jodi interjected. “They were letting people know that nothing
happened last night because everyone was worried there’d be another
ritual in the woods.”

“Oh,” I said, nodding.

“So you think he’ll try again next week?”
Jodi asked.

“Yeah, I think so. The question is, will he
try Thursday night or Friday?” I said.

“What do you mean Thursday?” Steven
asked.

“Well, remember I said he’s doing these
rituals at midnight so it’s technically the next day?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, Friday is Halloween, right? So I’d be
willing to bet money he wouldn’t let Halloween pass by without
doing the ritual then. If he waits until midnight on Friday then
he’ll miss Halloween, but if he does it at midnight on Thursday
night then its Halloween.”

“Ooooh,” Jodi said, comprehension dawning on
her face.

“Dude, you should be a supernatural
detective,” Steven said without a hint of sarcasm. I snorted into
my coffee.

“If we figure out where he’ll be, it’s not
like we can’t stake out Thursday night. Then, if we’re wrong, we
can go back on Friday,” Jodi said a little more
enthusiastically.

We finished breakfast and spent the majority
of the day huddled together in the back room of Oak, Ash and Thorn
flipping through book after book, studying anything we could on
glamour spells, summonings and banishings. Deb had come over to
check on us more than once. We all knew she was trying to pry us
for information on what we were up to, but we all agreed to keep up
the pretense that we were just passing the time.

Fortunately, it wasn’t uncommon for us to
commandeer the library section of the store, so Deb couldn’t really
accuse us of acting out of character. We took notes on anything
that seemed interesting or promising or something we hadn’t already
known. We weren’t sure what we were going to do with the
information, but maybe after a couple of days of study we’d be
better armed than we had been last night.

“You guys sure I can’t help you find
anything?” Deb asked for the fourth time, standing over us, hands
on her hips.

“No, we’re not really looking for anything in
particular,” I lied, keeping my mind blank as she eyed me. I knew
Deb was psychic and had some empathetic abilities like me, but I
didn’t know just how strong and wasn’t going to risk her picking
the lie out of my head.

“But thank you,” Steven added, his own blank
smile on his face. Deb huffed and narrowed her eyes before turning
away from us at the sound of the chimes ringing at the front of the
store.

“Can I help you?” Deb’s voice carried back to
us.

“Just looking,” a familiar voice drew all of
our attention. Steven nearly fell over at the sight of Ian at the
front of the store.

“Oh my god,” Jodi whispered behind her hand.
The white was showing all around her blue irises. I sat
dumbfounded, blinking stupidly at him. He looked entirely out of
place among the warm woods and sparkling crystals.

“Shay, look,” Steven said, nodding his head
toward Ian unnecessarily.

“What?” I asked, not sure what else I was
supposed to notice.

“He’s wearing short sleeves.”

“Oh jeez, you’re right,” I whispered. I set
the book I had been reading on the floor and pushed myself up. I
felt Jodi reaching to grab my leg to stop me, but I stepped out of
her reach. Her nails caught on my jeans, but were unable to hold
on.

“Shay!” Steven hissed at me, but I was
already half way over to Ian. I reached out for him and,
unlike Jensen, I felt something. He was one wound up nerve,
snapping and angry, biting at my skin. But it wasn’t quite a
signature; his nerves were overwhelming his normal aura. I pulled
back from him just as he saw me.

“Hey,” I started lamely, but before I could
say anything else he spun on his heel and hurried out the door.

“Do you know that boy?” Deb asked from my
side.

“Kind of.”

“There’s something not quite right about
him.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said, but I had gotten close
enough to him to see that the skin of both of his arms was perfect
and smooth, not so much as a freckle marked him. My heart fell. I
had to admit to myself that I was secretly hoping it was Ian this
whole time just so it couldn’t be Jensen.

Later that evening, when I was back at home,
my dad had the evening news on and they announced that schools
would be reopened on Monday. Normally I would have groaned like any
other teenager, but I was anxious to see Jensen and couldn’t think
of a pretense to just show up at his doorstep today. I could pull
off asking to see his arm for no reason if we were already near
each other, but I couldn’t imagine just showing up at his house
unannounced to do it. I’m clever, but I’m not that smooth. And now
with Ian ruled out I was even more terrified of what I would see
when I saw Jensen.

Monday morning I picked Steven and Jodi up
for school, driving in a haze. I think I must’ve gotten a whole
three hours sleep the night before. I kept dreaming about Michelle
and the man I hoped wasn’t Jensen. Every time he was successful in
striking either me or Michelle it woke me up and each time it got
harder to fall back asleep. I was anxious about seeing Jensen and
my mind was having a very difficult time reconciling the sweet
faced boy that kissed me in the dim light of his car with the
twisted, possessed thing in the clearing in the woods. I knew it
would be so easy if I saw the burn mark on his arm. We’d know who
we were looking for and would have no trouble getting him, but I
couldn’t help but hope that I’d look at his arm and see nothing but
smooth, beautiful skin.

Steven and I split off from Jodi as she
continued on her way to Chem. We walked into Home Ec and stopped
dead in our tracks. The first two feet of the walls were stained
and the first layers of paint were peeling away. The six tiny
kitchens that lined the walls were taped off with caution tape and
Mrs. Price was sitting behind her desk and looked like she was on
the verge of tears. Steven and I shared a look and walked to the
back of the class to take our usual seats. The tardy bell rang and
Mrs. Price nearly fell out of her chair from jumping so high when
the bell sounded.

Even all the way in the back we could hear
her sniffle as she fought the wave of tears threatening to break.
She stood, a little shaky on her tiny feet, and walked around to
the front of her desk. It too had signs of water damage along the
front and sides.

“Good morning, class,” she began in a
quavering voice. “As you can see our beautiful kitchens have been
damaged,” she made a sweeping motion with her hand to the room at
large, “and because the school never understood why I wanted the
ovens off of the floor and mounted in the walls, they too are
damaged and we have been instructed that we cannot use them until
they are repaired or replaced.” Her voice finally broke on the last
word and she pulled a lace handkerchief out the pocket of her
apron.

“And considering how much the repair or
replacement of six ovens will cost, I doubt it will be before the
end of the semester. And I did have such lovely plans for
Thanksgiving and Christmas.” She was crying openly now and two
girls at the front of the class rushed to her side, whispering
soothing words of comfort as they helped her back to her chair.
Steven and I looked at each other, not needing to speak; his face
reflected the anger and worry I was feeling. You never really think
of the small trivialities one person’s selfishness can cause and
just how far it can reach.

Mrs. Price gave us a free period after she
composed herself. Most of the class sat and talked about the damage
done around town and the rumors they had heard about the rest of
the school. The gym had been damaged so much that the Board of
Health had condemned it and no one was allowed inside for safety
reasons. Luckily, it was football season and not basketball;
otherwise we might have had a riot on our hands.

We met up with Jodi after class on our way to
French. She’d told us the lab tables and counters had been high
enough to escape unscathed so the science classes wouldn’t be
affected. She didn’t sound too happy about that though. French
class was on the second floor and we didn’t expect too much damage
there, but we were an open-air school, so we weren’t too surprised
to see a thick line of dirt and water stain along the bottom edge
of the walls in the room. Madame Beaumont seemed happy enough with
the minimal damage her classroom sustained. It seemed that most of
the teachers weren’t too interested in teaching today. Just as in
our first class, Madame Beaumont decided to give us a break from
our usual studies and we played a game of Bingo. In French, of
course.

The bell rang to release us from second
period and my stomach clenched and knotted up like it was trying to
curl around my spine. My mouth was suddenly very dry and I had to
swallow to get it working right again. I knew I was both worried
and anxious to see Jensen. My face must have betrayed me because,
as we were slinging our bags onto our shoulders, Jodi gasped and
hit herself in the head with her palm. “I forgot to tell you!” she
said in a hurried whisper. We leaned towards her, “Ian wasn’t in
Chem this morning.”

“What?” Steven said a little too loudly,
attracting the attention of a few passing students.

“C’mon, let’s go,” I said, grabbing a hold of
Jodi’s wrist and pulling her along with me as I left the classroom.
Steven said a quick good-bye and headed off for Life Drawing. Our
math class was on the second floor as well, so I didn’t expect any
serious damage and I doubted an 8.0 earthquake could make Mr. Davis
deviate from his lesson plan. Sure enough, when we walked into the
classroom, there on the board were our ten problems for the day. We
both sighed, having let our hopes get too high that maybe the whole
day would be an easy break. I immediately looked over to Jensen’s
usual seat and a small part of me was unsurprised to see it was
empty. I decided not to let my imagination run off with itself
until the tardy bell rang, giving him the full opportunity to get
to class. But he never showed and, though I knew after ten minutes
into class he wasn’t coming, I couldn’t help but continue to look
at the empty chair every few moments.

Hey, I felt Jodi’s cold fingers
through the fabric of my sweater, he’s not here babe, let it
go. I sighed, pushing her yellow thoughts out of my mind. I
knew he wasn’t here, but there was no way I could let it go. I
shook my arm free of Jodi’s grasp just as the bell rang. I grabbed
my things and stood up quickly, not waiting for Jodi.

“I’m gonna go, I’ll try to be back in time to
pick you and Steven up after school.” I said as I slung my bag over
my shoulder and shoved my chair out of the way, already two steps
away from her when my words sunk in.

“Whoa, where are you going?” she called after
me, but I was already at the door and just waved over my shoulder
at her as I raced against the tide of bodies going in all
directions. I managed to get to the stairwell without killing
myself and had to resign myself to the slow tread of the crowd
moving down the stairs. Finally, I hit the last step and took off
at a run, catching up with the crowd of students making their way
for the front gates that had fourth period free for a two-hour
lunch. I blended in with them seamlessly and acted as natural as I
could so as to not get stopped and asked to see my student ID to
see if I really had permission to leave.

I made it safely out to the parking lot and
set off again at a mad dash for my car. I threw my bag into the
backseat and slid in, turning the key and gunning the engine to
life. I normally would have given the engine time to warm up and
cranked on the heaters, but my stomach was so torn up that I
thought I would be sick if I delayed any longer than necessary.

I tore out of the parking lot faster than I
ever would have if I had been thinking clearly. I sprayed a few
cars with water as I hit the puddles in my rush to get out and I
even fishtailed for a few terrifying moments when I turned out of
the parking lot onto the main road. I forced myself to slow down;
knowing the streets were still slick with oil and water and the
fear of getting pulled over and caught for ditching was enough to
remind me of my speed.

I drove without really thinking, letting
instinct and reflexes take over. I was turning down a road I had
only ever been on once in all the time I lived in this city. The
night Jensen had told me I didn’t have to hate him. Well, I thought
to myself as I pulled along the curb in front of his house, now was
his chance to prove that. I cut the engine as soon as I was in
front of his house, not wanting to let the loud engine idle and
give me away before I was ready.

I took slow even breaths, concentrating on
slowing my heart rate down to a normal pace, closing my eyes and
listening to my pulse racing in my ears until it calmed. Despite
all the terrifying things of this weekend and the daunting task of
confronting Jensen, I still allowed myself a girlish moment to
check my face and hair in the rearview mirror before I stepped out
of the car.

The sound of the car door closing was too
loud in the deserted street. I walked up to the front door with as
much confidence as I could muster and balled my gloved hand into a
fist, raised it, and knocked. I stood back and waited for what
seemed like far too long and when I was ready to give up and turn
around, I heard the lock in the door turn. I stopped short,
suddenly aware of the sweat on my forehead despite the forty-degree
weather. I was gnawing on my bottom lip when the door creaked open
and I saw the face of a woman just old enough to be my mother with
eyes red and puffy and cheeks streaked with fresh tears. I forgot
how to speak in that moment, my mouth opening and closing without a
sound and I blinked rapidly like I was trying to clear my
vision.

“Yes?” she asked in a small, terrified
voice.

“Um… I uh…” I cleared my throat and
swallowed. “I’m sorry to bother you. I was just looking for
Jensen?” I said the last like a question, suddenly worried I had
gotten the wrong house. The woman opened the door wide, exposing
her whole figure. She wasn’t dressed warm enough for the weather,
but that didn’t stop her from stepping out and trying to reach for
me.

“Do you know my sons?” She lifted her hands
towards me, they trembled visibly. Her worry and anxiety were like
fire ants on my skin, biting at me.

“What?” I asked before I could stop
myself.

“My boys, do you know them?” She asked again,
sounding more desperate with every word.

“I, uh, I go to the same school as them,
yeah.” I had taken several steps back without thinking about
it.

“Do you have any idea where they could have
gone?” She reached out to me again and before I could do anything
to stop her, she gripped my left forearm like a drowning victim,
her nails biting into my jacket. Her fear swirled through my head.
I felt my stomach do flip-flops when she grabbed a hold of me. I
took shallow breaths, trying to block her out.

“Um, well, no… that’s why I’m here.” I hoped
I didn’t sound sarcastic, but it seemed obvious that if I knew
Jensen wasn’t here that I wouldn’t be here looking for him.

“Oh…” she said pathetically, not letting go
of my arm but her grip did loosen enough that I knew I could get
away if I wanted to.

“You don’t know where Jensen is?”

“No… Ian, either.” Fresh tears spilled down
her cheeks. She sniffed, closing her eyes for a few moments to
compose herself.

“They’ve been gone since Thursday.” She
looked up at me desperately and in that moment I saw where Jensen
got the shape of his eyes from and the sharpness of his lovely
cheekbones. “I’ve called the police, but they say since they’re
almost eighteen and they left voluntarily as far as they can tell,
they can’t do much to help.”

It felt like the bottom of my stomach had
fallen away and my heart was in my mouth. I had been the last
person to see Jensen in four days. Had he come to see me just to
say good-bye?


Chapter 15

I was sitting in the school parking lot
waiting for Steven and Jodi as the final bell rang. I had to
promise Jensen’s mom that if I heard anything from Jensen or anyone
else that I would tell her immediately. She’d given me her house
and cell phone numbers, insisting that I put them into my cell
phone while she watched before she was satisfied and let me
leave.

She had confessed to me that Jensen hadn’t
been very happy about their move to California; they were from a
small town in New Mexico a few hours outside of Albuquerque. Ian
had been very excited to get out of the heat and into a town with a
“real population” as he called it. She’d said she was terrified
that Jensen had run away to go back to New Mexico and that maybe
Ian had followed him to bring him home. Somehow that didn’t sound
right to me.

I was so lost in my thoughts that when Jodi
opened the passenger side door I jumped in my seat. My right hand
shot to my chest, as if trying to keep my heart from bursting out
of my ribcage.

“Sorry,” Jodi said with a laugh. Steven
crawled in back. Jodi slipped in easily next to me, pulling the
door closed and adjusting the heating vents. After they were
buckled into place and I pulled out of the space and merged with
the line of cars trying to escape the parking lot, Jodi turned and
looked at me with an expectant look on her face, waiting.

“Sorry I took off like that. I just, I dunno,
when I saw Jensen was gone I just couldn’t stop myself. I think it
actually pissed me off.” I said in a rush, glaring out the
windshield.

“So? Where did you go?” Steven asked,
reaching over the seat to shake my shoulder with each word.

“To his house. I had to see him. See his
arm.” My voice was desolate, even to me.

“Let me guess,” Jodi said darkly, “He wasn’t
there, was he?”

“No, but neither was Ian.” I turned onto the
main road out of the parking lot, not totally sure where I was
going, I didn’t know if I wanted to go home yet. “But his mother
was there and she was practically hysterical.”

“Why?” Steven asked.

“I guess neither of them have been home since
Thursday.” A fresh wave of nausea hit me as I spoke. I closed my
eyes against the sickness, thankful for the red light we had come
to.

“Are you serious?” Jodi’s voice was pitched
too high and it hurt my ears. I cringed, not trusting my voice, so
I just nodded in answer. “Dude, that’s four days, almost five now,”
Jodi said and I was grateful to hear she was speaking in a hushed
voice now. I opened my eyes just in time to see the light phase to
green and I accelerated slowly into the intersection.

“Has she reported them missing?” Steven
asked, sounding genuinely worried.

“Yeah, but since they’re almost eighteen and
to the cops it looks like they left voluntarily, they say they
can’t do much.” My mood was growing darker with every word. I had
desperately wanted to see Jensen and clear his name.

Everything was completely out of control now
and I felt lost and desperate. Just to look into his eyes for one
of those stolen moments would have been enough. Now I didn’t know
what to think. I gripped the steering wheel wishing I was holding
onto him. I didn’t understand this overwhelming feeling for having
known him such a short amount of time, but there it was.

“Good to know people our age matter so much,”
Steven said sarcastically. I saw Jodi shift uncomfortably in her
seat. Her father was a local cop, but I wouldn’t hold her or her
dad responsible for the policies of the whole police
department.

“Well, it’s not like they don’t have enough
to do without chasing after two guys that are practically legal
adults. I’m sure if it were two seventeen year old girls gone for
five days they’d say something different,” I said in defense of
Jodi’s father.

“Yeah, definitely,” Jodi said
defensively.

“Oh good, so just me then,” Steven said,
folding his arms over his chest and falling back against the back
seat, brooding.

“Dude, just shut up. Can we focus for one
freaking second?” My temper was so close to the surface these days
that sometimes it was just easier to let it out in spurts rather
than hold it all in all the time. I caught Steven’s glare in the
rearview mirror and before I could stop myself I stuck my tongue
out at him, crinkling my nose and brow. Steven mimicked me, adding
a shake of his head. It was all so serious but we had totally
regressed ten years in that moment.

I turned the car then, pulling into a parking
lot and driving up to a Starbucks. I eased into a parking space and
put the car in park and waited, unbuckling my seatbelt and sighing
into the seat, trying to relax my shoulders. I looked at Jodi. Her
face was lost in thought, lines creasing her forehead, and her eyes
looked like they were focused on my hip, but really, she was just
lost.

“So, what now?” I asked no one in
particular.

“Jodi, you’re forgetting to tell her
something,” Steven said with no inflection to his voice.

“What?” Jodi asked, coming back to
reality.

“Tracy,” he said simply.

“What about Tracy?” I asked, sitting up
suddenly, looking back and forth between them. Ever since I had
saved her from Nick that horrible Friday night, I felt the desire
to keep her guarded, like my baby chick to protect.

“She wasn’t at school today, either,” Jodi
said, rejoining the conversation totally.

“So?” I asked.

“It could be nothing,” Jodi said, “but we
thought it was a little suspicious with Ian missing today.”

“But he’s been gone since Thursday and we’ve
seen Tracy since then,” I said.

“Which is why I said it could be nothing,”
Jodi said, finally undoing her seatbelt too.

“You think it was Ian in the clearing? I
thought you two loved him?” I was totally confused now.

“Isn’t the best bad guy the one you want to
be the good guy?” Steven asked a little sarcastically. But
something clicked in my memory and with that simple question I
realized why Jodi had kept pressing me to think of Jensen as the
bad guy. She thought I was too into him to think of him as anything
but a good guy.

“Do you know what Ian feels like?”
Jodi asked, looking me in the eye.

“Not really. He was so nervous and pent up at
the store I couldn’t get a good read on him,” I said,
disappointment leaking through every word.

“Too bad,” Jodi said simply, looking out her
window at nothing in particular.

“I need coffee.” I grabbed my purse and
opened my door, not waiting for the other two to follow, knowing
they would anyway. I almost ran to get into the store. I felt my
cheeks sting when the warm air rushed over me as I pulled the door
open and stepped inside. I felt Steven and Jodi behind me and I
walked straight to the counter, grateful the after work rush hadn’t
started. I considered all the lovely, sugar infused concoctions,
but talked myself into a healthier choice and took a strong, large
cup of drip coffee, doctoring it with raw sugar and real cream. I
sat at a corner table, waiting for Steven and Jodi to get their
drinks, cradling the warm cup between my hands, letting the heat
relax my fingers and arms. The whole coffee ritual was one that I
loved to indulge in.

Steven and Jodi came eventually, cradling
their thousand calorie drinks and sat across from me, enjoying the
first few sips before any of us broke the silence. It was more than
tempting to just revel in this moment of normalcy, but guilt tugged
at the corners of my consciousness and I sighed, knowing we had to
get back to work.

“Ok,” I said reluctantly, “so you have a bad
feeling about Tracy’s absence. But it’s totally possible it’s just
your normal teenage shenanigans and she ditched for the day with
her boyfriend.”

“Shenanigans,” Steven repeated with a low
chuckle.

“Yeah, that’s possible,” Jodi nodded at her
coffee cup.

“And it’s also possible that Ian has nothing
to do with any of this and whoever is doing all this is using the
twins as a red herring,” I continued.

“Another possibility,” Jodi nodded again, but
she was being too agreeable for me.

“And you don’t buy any of that, do you?”

“Not a bit.”

“You are so stubborn.” I didn’t sound nearly
as harsh as I meant it.

“Hey, give me a better, more concrete
alternative and I’ll consider it. Right now, this is all we
got.”

“But it could still be coincidence,” I
pressed, setting my half empty cup on the table and sitting up, I
could feel my impatience rolling off of me and saw Jodi’s face
react to its bite.

“Fine, it could be coincidence,” she
conceded, albeit reluctantly.

“Now, I won’t dismiss Tracy’s absence, I’ll
give you the benefit of the doubt on that,” I said, watching her
face relax. “Let’s see if she comes to school tomorrow. If she
doesn’t, then we’ll start to worry. Fair enough?”

“Fair enough.”

We both nodded and I felt Steven relax, he
had been waiting for us to fight. We finished our coffee in
silence, but it was a comfortable silence. There wasn’t much more
we could do right at this moment and I felt resigned to allow us a
few minutes of peace. We would need to start searching for the next
ritual spot if we wanted any hope of rescuing the next victim and
stopping whatever the ritual would release into our world.

I suddenly had an overwhelming sense of loss.
I was terribly depressed and felt my shoulders slump and the edges
of my mouth pulled down. I had the desire to cry right then and
there. I realized I really missed Jensen. I flashed on the scene in
his car and felt the rush of excitement and heat as I relived our
first kiss. Jensen was reaching out to me. I didn’t know how, but I
knew it all the same.

I reached for the chain of the necklace
hidden under my sweater and pulled it out through my collar and
grabbed the pendant, squeezing it in my right hand. I could taste
wet earth in my mouth and fallen dead leaves; I could almost feel
them crunch under my teeth. I could smell the dense foliage only an
old forest has. A breeze lifted my hair, pushing it away from my
face, and it was almost intoxicating. I blinked and couldn’t see
the coffeehouse anymore and, though I knew they were next to me, I
couldn’t even see Jodi and Steven now.

I was standing near the clearing I had seen
in the scrying bowl, but I was hidden in the shadow of the tree
line, looking out at it. It was empty, no table, no altar, no
people, just the clearing, but I’d know it from any other clearing
in any other forest for the rest of my life. The skin on my arms
prickled in goose bumps as the residual power drifted over me,
swirling around me and trying to take hold. It was so tempting;
seductive like the whispers of a longed for lover. My fingers
tingled with the desire to reach out and take hold of the power and
wrap it around me. I had never felt that much power and it wanted
me. I suddenly had an image of Eve finally plucking the apple from
the tree, breaking the red flesh of the fruit and the juices
running down her chin and the world exploding into darkness and
pain. I flared out my own energy, pushing my shields farther out
from my body. The tendrils of power snapped back as if burned by me
and recoiled back into the clearing.

I came back to myself in a rush, slumping in
my chair and gasping for breath. I held my hand at my heart and
concentrated on breathing. From a distance, I was vaguely aware of
Jodi and Steven talking to me, but it was like they were speaking
to me underwater. Slowly their words grew louder and clearer,
breaking through the pressure in my head. I blinked, trying to
force my eyes to adjust to the soft light of the coffeehouse. I
could feel Jodi and Steven’s hands on my back, a light and familiar
pressure.

“Shay? Are you ok? Can you hear me?” Steven’s
voice reached me first, but I had to remember how to talk and had a
very difficult time thinking of the response he wanted to hear.

“I’m ok,” I managed. My voice was harsh like
it would be after screaming for hours. I coughed roughly and they
both reached for my coffee cup to hand to me, nearly dropping it in
their haste. I took it with trembling hands and slowly raised it to
my lips and took a drink. “I’m ok, I’m ok,” I managed to sound
normal to my great relief. “I had a vision. He’s going back to his
original site. The power is still there, waiting for him.”

 


Tracy didn’t show at school the next day. All
through Home Ec I had this overwhelming sense of anxiety and
nervousness, as if I was desperate to get somewhere. I looked at
Steven and we both knew that Jodi wanted to find a reason to come
find us and tell us that Tracy wasn’t in class as soon as possible.
We found out, in the few minutes between classes, that she was so
desperate to get to us because Ian was still absent as well. I
gritted my teeth, not completely sure just what to do. I didn’t
want to sit through class all day while something might be
happening to Tracy, but I didn’t know where to find her, so we’d be
on a wild goose chase if we ditched early.

“But we have to do something!” Jodi
stressed when I decided we would stay for school.

“I know, and we’re going to, I promise,” I
said, laying my hand on her forearm, projecting cool and soothing
reassurance to her. I felt her fight the tide of emotions. I was
more powerful than she, but she was trying. “Look, we just have to
remember, the spell says that the victim has to come into the
circle of power willingly. If something was happening to her right
now, then he’d have to drag her into the circle and it won’t work.”
That seemed to speak to Jodi on some level I hadn’t been able to
reach yet and she visibly calmed.

“Which ‘he’ are you talking about, by the
way?” Steven asked, a strange tone coloring his words.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, who do you think has Tracy?”

I considered that for a few moments. It was
difficult for me to assume that either twin was responsible for
whatever was going on right now. Jensen, although obviously
talented to some degree, just didn’t strike me as malevolent. I
wasn’t sure what to think of Ian. If he was innocent, why did he
run away from me at the store? But his arm wasn’t burned. I
couldn’t think straight.

“I don’t know. I guess the logical
explanation would be that she’s with Ian. She’s so happy with him
she’d follow him anywhere.” That stopped me. Tracy was a victim.
Maybe not on purpose, but if you’re always a follower and never a
leader, you’re the victim by default. “We’ll need to work on that
when this mess is over.” They both nodded in agreement.

Just then the tardy bell rang overhead,
jarring us from our conversation. “Awesome,” Steven said
sarcastically and Jodi and I groaned in unison. As much as we would
have liked to stroll casually to class, we were all too goody-goody
not to hurry. We practically ran the rest of the way to French
class, sliding into our seats just as the end of the bell faded
away. Luckily, Madame Beaumont was writing on the white board with
her back to the class when we slid in and didn’t notice we were
late. We all breathed a sigh of relief. All the supernatural crap
hanging around us and we were still worried about being tardy for
class.

The rest of the day was just like that first
hour. Each class dragged on like being caught in quicksand and the
few minutes between classes passed in a second, too short to really
discuss anything. Math was one of the hardest classes for me again,
since Jensen was still suspiciously absent as well. My stomach was
in knots by the time I got to my sixth hour elective as a Teacher’s
Aide. Luckily, the kids were all taking a pop quiz and Mrs. Porter
had the first four classes worth of quizzes to be graded. It was
mindless work that left me to my thoughts, only having to line up
the answer key to the papers and marking the correct answers with a
marker if they got it wrong. I didn’t even have to read the
questions. I would have to remember to volunteer to be Mrs.
Porter’s aide again next year, God knows I’ll probably need the
break again.

In English, I saw Michelle sitting behind
Tracy’s empty desk, looking almost as forlorn as I felt and had a
spark of inspiration. To my luck, the teacher called for us to pair
off for a debate of modern poetry versus classic. I motioned for
Steven to come take my seat to pair off with Jodi and I stood and
rushed over to Tracy’s empty seat. Michelle was startled to see me
and didn’t make any effort to hide that from her face.

“I know you usually pair off with Tracy, so I
thought I’d rescue you from being paired off with the teacher.” I
flashed my best sympathetic smile and her worry lines faded
slightly from her forehead.

“Thanks,” Michelle mumbled, opening her
poetry book, fixating her eyes on the page but not taking in the
words. I chewed the inside of my cheek, feeling the waves of
annoyance coming off of her and snapping at my face. Under that I
could feel her embarrassment as she remembered coming to in the
backseat of my car looking disheveled and being told that she had
passed out in public. There was nothing I could do for that but
just ignore it like she was. I glanced up at the clock and saw that
I had been sitting there just staring at her for a full minute. I
cleared my throat and tried to break the ice.

“Funny that Trace has missed two days in a
row, huh? She, like, never misses. Doesn’t she even come in if
she’s sick?” I asked as casually as possible.

Michelle hesitated, but I caught a flicker of
something pass over her face. Finally she shrugged and said, “It
was a pretty bad storm. She probably caught something bad enough to
keep her home.”

“You mean you don’t know?” I arched one
eyebrow, trying to get her to make eye contact with me.

“No,” she said carefully, finally lifting her
eyes from the page to look at me. There was something cold and
distant in her eyes. She was hiding anger. I unfocused my stare
just slightly, seeming to still look her in the face, but I was
really looking at the space just inches away from her skin. Her
aura was pulsing red and angry. I nodded, pursing my lips and
sitting back casually.

“My mistake. I take it she’s been spending a
lot of time with Ian lately?” I glanced at Michelle out of the
corner of my eye to see that carefully controlled mask crack for
just a second at the mention of his name. “Michelle? You okay?” I
asked quietly, leaning towards her again.

“Yeah…” But she sighed, like she was suddenly
tired. “She’s like that.”

“Like what?”

“I dunno…” she hesitated. I held my breath,
not wanting to push her. “She’s that kinda girl that lets her
boyfriend become her world. She’ll blow off her friends if he wants
something and it’s like she can’t talk about anything else when
he’s not around.” She was concentrating very hard on the corner of
her book as she spoke, her hands bending the spine until it
creased.

I nodded sympathetically, looking down at my
book as well. Sometimes it was easier to vent about something if no
one was looking at anyone else. “Yeah, I feel you, a lot of girls
can be like that,” I said vaguely, knowing Michelle was just as
guilty of what Tracy was doing; it just happened that Michelle was
single right at this moment. “Is that why she’s not here today?
Because she ditched with Ian?” I tried to keep my voice casual.
Michelle glanced up at me, suspicion plain on her face, but
underneath that was her bitter anger towards Tracy. Michelle wanted
to rat Tracy out.

“Probably,” she shrugged again, looking to
the front of the class, past my shoulder. “I mean, if he wanted her
to ditch, I’m sure she’d go.”

“I thought you two were best friends.
Wouldn’t she tell you if she was ditching?”

“I thought so,” Michelle whispered so quietly
I almost didn’t hear her over the din of the rest of the class. Ah,
bitter, party of one? “Whatever, he’ll break her heart and she’ll
come crawling back to me and we’ll pretend she hasn’t been blowing
me off this whole time.”

“Where do you think they would’ve gone if
they did ditch together?” I tried not to sound too interested, but
it wasn’t easy. Luckily Michelle was starting to let herself be
openly angry and didn’t seem to care that I was asking.

“Who knows,” she said with another shrug of
her shoulders. I pressed my lips together, trying not to become
obviously frustrated with how long this was taking.

“I dunno. Like I said, she’d do whatever he’d
want to keep him happy.” She shook her head in disgust. Just then
the teacher called for a switch in partners. I stood up and hurried
over to Steven and Jodi, pushing Steven towards Michelle, hoping
he’d be able to get some more information out of her. I knew she’d
be more comfortable talking to him now that I had chipped away at
her façade. I told Jodi what I’d gotten out of Michelle, vague as
it was.

“So, we’re banking on the fact that Tracy’s
the sacrifice and either of the twins is the guy we’re looking
for?” Jodi asked.

I sighed, not really wanting to answer the
question, but we had no other options right now. “Yeah, I guess so.
At least it gives us somewhere to start. I mean, even if we’re
wrong, we know it’s gonna be at midnight on Thursday and we know
where it’ll be, so that’s something at least.”

We rushed to history class so that we could
huddle at our table and talk before Michelle made it to class since
she sat in the row in front of us. “Ok, so I guess Ian’s been
giving Tracy a lot of gifts, taking her out to nice dinners at
least three times a week, she’s hardly ever home anymore. Um, she
didn’t seem to know anything about Ian not being home since
Thursday…” Steven trailed off, trying to remember any other details
we needed to know.

“So he’s a good boyfriend that’s spoiling
her, big deal.” Jodi sat back in her seat, a little crease forming
between her eyes.

“Oh, that’s right! Ok, so, the gifts!” Steven
picked up his train of thought quickly. “I guess one of them was a
necklace with this pendant that a symbol of some kind.”

“What kind of symbol?” I asked eagerly.

“She didn’t know, she said she didn’t
recognize it, but when she described it, it kinda reminded me of
the rune symbols you drew from the vision.” The three of us shared
a long, silent look. My stomach was in knots and I knew they were
feeling the same cold and clammy sensation I was. “But let me tell
you, Michelle is bit-ter,” Steven drew out the syllables of the
word.

“Yeah, I got that too,” I agreed,
nodding.

“This is still circumstantial,” Jodi said,
the crease still prominent between her eyes.

“I know, babe, I agree,” I said, patting her
arm. Jodi seemed to be more affected by the unpleasant developments
than Steven and that had me curious. I realized I was soothing her
more often than I was trying to calm myself. I wanted to explore
that, but the bell rang and the teacher called the class to order.
I knew I felt like I had something to lose here, no matter how
briefly I had known Jensen, but I didn’t understand Jodi’s stake in
all this. And that, almost more than Tracy’s safety, had me
worried.


Chapter 16

I dreamt of Jensen that night. I was standing
on a beach. In the distance, I could see the figure of a man
standing on the edge of a cliff. I stopped, feeling the grass and
earth reach up and meld with my feet, and watched him. Cautiously,
I walked towards him, concentrating on keeping my feet above the
ground. I stopped a few feet away from him, watching the line of
his shoulders set against the horizon. I waited. Eventually he
turned to me, as if he had known I was there the whole time,
setting fathomless blue eyes on mine and smiling sadly.

We stood there staring at each other in
silence. I was terrified to speak, as if the sound of my voice
would break whatever wonderful spell had brought us together here.
I heard him take a deep breath, holding it for a moment before
letting it out, steeling himself. I knew he was going to speak and
I wasn’t sure I wanted him to, but before I could summon up the
courage to stop him, preferably with a kiss, he spoke.

“It was unfair of me to come here.” I
shouldn’t have been able to hear him speak so softly with the waves
crashing against the cliff just behind us, but this was my dream; I
could hear the birds singing in the trees over a hundred feet away
if I wanted. “But I had to see you one last time. I had to warn
you.”

“Warn me?” I took another step closer towards
him, wanting to reach out and touch him.

“I don’t know if you can stop what is going
to happen, but,” he hesitated and took a small step closer to me.
We were merely inches apart now and I had to tilt my chin up to
look him in the face. “I don’t know if you can stop what is going
to happen, but I cannot stand the thought of you dying…” he
whispered the last word as if afraid of it.

“I can’t let anything happen to Tracy if I
have the power to stop it,” I said calmly, accepting without
question that we were talking about the same thing.

With bravery I didn’t know I possessed, I
reached with both hands and set them on his chest, feeling the
warmth beneath his shirt and the beat of his heart. The skin was
firm with muscle and I had the desire to clutch at his chest.

“How do you know you have the power to stop
it?” He was still whispering and reached and laid his hands over
mine, holding them against his chest.

“I don’t,” I whispered. “I don’t know if I
do, but I have to try. Tracy deserves that much.”

“And if you die trying?”

“Then at least I’ll die with a clear
conscience.” That seemed to cause him pain. He closed his eyes
tightly, pressing his lips together and gripping my hands. He
pulled me to him, closing that last inch between our bodies and
pressed me into him. I clutched the fabric of his shirt in my
fists, my arms pressed along the length of his chest and his arms
encircled my arms and back, his fingers curling into my ribs. I
turned my head and laid my cheek against the hollow of his
collarbone and he buried his face in my hair. I felt hot tears
spill out of my eyes into his shirt before he slowly pulled his
hands around and gripped my upper arms. With gentle force he pushed
me away from him, holding me at arms length. There was a hard
determination in his eyes as he leaned a little to look at me.

“I never meant to bring you into this; I hope
this is enough for you to forgive me.” Suddenly, he pulled me close
again and pressed a hard kiss against my lips. His lips were warm
and I crushed myself to him, trying to take all of him into me in
that one moment but, as always, too soon he broke away from me. My
eyes were still closed and I knew when I opened them he would be
gone. I could taste the metallic warmth of blood in my mouth from
the split in my lip he had caused when he kissed me. My hands
trembled and my knees felt weak, but I found the courage to open my
eyes.

My bedroom was dark around me; only the
ever-flickering blue-white light of my television illuminated
anything to give me a sense of where I was. I lay there staring at
the ceiling, savoring the fading aroma of salt and damp earth. I
traced my tongue over the wound on my lip, cleaning away the blood
that was drying there and barely noticed the sharp pain from doing
so. The only proof that the kiss had been real was painful. The
life of a teenage girl can be so unfair.

I lowered my hand from my face to lay it on
the bed next to me when I felt the cool, soft leather of my
journal. Confused, I sat up and stared at it as if it could speak
to me and explain what it was doing there. I reached out to turn on
my bedside light and sat up Indian style. I pulled the book into my
lap and opened it where my pen laid like a bookmark. The book was
opened to the pages Steven had found that I didn’t remember writing
and suddenly they made complete sense to me. There was a sketch on
one page of the clearing in the woods from my dreams and notes
written all around. I had found the five trees that marked the
seals of the circle of power that would be cast and the point in
the middle where the sacrifice would be made.

“‘I hope this is enough for you to forgive
me,’” I muttered to myself, tracing a star with my finger between
the five points. Strangely I hadn’t sketched an altar. I noticed
that drawn on the five trees were not your traditional pentagrams
but rather the different runes that we had seen on the altar in the
first ritual. I shivered at the thought of Tracy trapped in the
middle of that circle and could taste the bile in the back of my
throat.

I had written notes on the bottom of the page
detailing the correct timing of the spell and its purpose. My heart
swelled when I realized I had written a spell to draw in the power
to enable myself to break through the circle of power that would be
called to trap Tracy.

“So I have no choice. I’ll have to enter the
circle before I can free Tracy…” Before I could do anything else, I
threw myself out of bed and ran full out for the bathroom, making
it just in time to hide my face in the toilet before I lost it.

When I woke up again, it was true dawn on
Wednesday. I had spent a few hours in the middle of the night lying
with my cheek pressed against the cool tile of the bathroom floor,
curled up in the fetal position around the base of the toilet. It’s
funny how, when you’re sick to your stomach, the bathroom floor is
the most comfortable place in the world. I had staggered to bed
when I was sure the vomiting was over and collapsed into the bundle
of covers and pillows, sleeping a wonderfully dreamless sleep. I
rolled over and stared at my clock. It was just after six o’clock;
my alarm hadn’t even gone off yet. I considered getting another
half hour of sleep, but I knew I was too keyed up with last night’s
revelation to fall back asleep.

I threw back the covers and got out of bed
after switching off the alarm. I wasn’t going to school today, that
much was certain. I needed to get to the clearing today in the
light of day and start working so my plan would be ready for
tomorrow night when we went to rescue Tracy. I tried not to think
of the possible outcomes of tomorrow night when I would have to
step into the circle.

My stomach was in knots while I got ready,
threatening all the while to revolt on me again and force me to go
running back to the bathroom. I knew I had the potential for power,
I knew I was talented, but if it was Ian I was facing, he was
physically larger than me and had a demon as back up. The odds were
not in my favor. I had a flash of Nick that night on the darkened
street and heard his cries as he clutched at his arm after I had
broken his collarbone and smiled. They were similar in size and I
had done just fine then.

As I sat brushing out my hair and staring
into my mirror, I tried to consider the possibility of facing
Jensen in that clearing. What if he had taken Tracy and Ian was out
there trying to find them, to stop him? My mind tried to reject
that thought, but I knew it was a possibility. I couldn’t yell at
Jodi for not wanting to consider anyone else if I wasn’t willing to
consider him at all.

I had already sent Jodi and Steven text
messages to let them know my stomach was upset last night so I
wanted to stay home and rest today so I could just head out to Ojai
when I left the house. I had taken my books out of my backpack and
replaced them with my journal, my new set of runes, some dried sage
and my last vial of consecrated water. I sighed, rolling the vial
between my fingers and watching the light play off of the glass,
wishing I had made more. But I liked to use rainwater for my
consecrated water and there wasn’t anything in the world that would
get me to use the rain that we had been experiencing this
month.

I knew all three of our ceremonial knives
were in the car so I didn’t have to worry about those. As soon as I
was ready I took off, leaving earlier than I normally would have if
I were going to school. Luckily my mom didn’t notice. The drive
into Ojai wasn’t as smooth as I would’ve liked thanks to morning
rush hour traffic. It took a lot of self-control to hold onto the
steering wheel without gripping it to the point of bursting blood
vessels in my knuckles or screaming at the windshield for people to
get the hell out of my way. The morning banter on the radio was
almost more than I could take, but I didn’t think to turn on a CD
for some reason. All of my attention had zeroed in on the task that
was in front of me and every extra second it took to get there felt
like a failure. Eventually, I pulled into the parking lot of the
park I was looking for.

Although it was still bitterly cold outside
it hadn’t rained again, giving the earth a break from the water and
letting the soil settle back down. I had dressed in layers, but was
sure to pull on hiking boots this time rather than the slick soled
tennis shoes I had worn last time. I put both Jodi and Steven’s
knives in my backpack, but I tucked mine into the sleeve of my left
arm. The hilt pressed against my palm felt like a splint for a
broken wrist, but I would be able to draw it out of its sheath with
my right hand if I needed to and it gave me a vague sense of
security.

Because of the weather and the fact that it
was Wednesday at eight o’clock in the morning, the park was
blessedly deserted. I had a small sense of dread at the thought
that, should anything happen to me, no one would know to look for
me, but there was no other way for me to get this done if people
knew where I was going or planning to do. Jodi and Steven would
have insisted that they come along, but I wasn’t sure the spell
would work correctly if there were three points of interest working
rather than just me alone. Tracy’s life was at stake and now mine
probably was too. The risks were too great. At least, that’s what I
was telling myself.

I was amazed at how long it had taken me to
get to the clearing the second time. The darkness must have played
tricks with my sense of distance when I had come with Steven and
Jodi. I slid on loose mud more than once without a tree or branch
to catch myself on. The knees and seat of my pants were slick with
mud that sent a whole new chill through my body. I pressed on and
the trees began to grow in size until they were so big around I
couldn’t wrap my arms around them.

Finally in the distance, I saw the true
thinning of the trees that lead to the clearing. I stopped just
feet from the edge of the clearing and knelt in the fallen leaves
and pulled my backpack around in front of me, opening it and
fishing out the dried sage bundles. I already had matches in the
front pouch of the bag. I pulled one out and struck it on the box
igniting the tiny flame and set it against the bundle. I had the
sage smoldering quickly after waving it around, encouraging the
smoke to grow stronger until the fragrance filled my sinuses,
bringing tears to my eyes.

I sniffed against the smoke, blinking back
the tears, and stood, carefully slinging the bag back over my
shoulders, settling it in place. I walked forward until my toes
were just at the edge of the circle. I pulled my knife free of its
sheath and gripped it tightly in my freehand, taking comfort in the
weight of the hilt in my palm. One deep, steadying breath and I
slashed forward, cutting through the magical shield held in place
by the invisible circle of power, and stepped into the
clearing.

I felt the edges of the cut I had made slide
over my head and shoulders and fall away behind me like a heavy
plastic curtain. The clearing looked the same as it had all those
days ago. A shiver ran down my back and goose bumps raised on my
arms. The power in the circle was trying to reach me, but I was
under it and it couldn’t touch me now. If I had taken the time to
think about what I was doing when I had brought Steven and Jodi
here the first time, I would have thought better about just
breaking into this circle. But then I had thought we were just
dealing with a group of rebellious teenagers and not someone or
something practiced in the dark arts.

I turned to look back at the trees I had just
stepped through and found the first tree that I had marked in my
book with a rune carving. I was facing the bottom most point of the
star that created the inverted pentagram in the clearing. I walked
right up to the tree and took a moment to re-sheath my knife and
then placed my empty hand on the tree trunk. The bark was cool and
rough to the touch. I pushed past that first layer and reached into
the heart of the tree and felt the burning sensation of pain and
anger sear my hand. I said a quiet prayer and waved the smoldering
bundle of sage in front of the tree and felt the heat receding,
fading out of my hand. It was still there, but not as strong. It
was working. I moved on to the next tree and repeated the breaking
spell and continued on until I had done all five trees.

I moved on to erasing the first layer of
power in the earth that had been laid when the circle was drawn and
then started all over again with the first tree. It took hours of
repetition and three ruined bundles of sage later before I could
finally lay my hands on that last tree and feel nothing but the
rushing life force as it drew water and energy back up into itself
from the ground beneath. I gave myself a second to revel in my
small success, sinking down between the roots of the tree and
resting against the trunk, listening to the life teaming inside. I
rummaged in my bag until I found the velvet pouch that held my
runes and spilled them out into my hand. I selected five different
stones, each with a symbol representing different things like love,
faith, and protection.

I crawled out of the shelter of the tree and
walked over to a thick tree next to the first tree I had started
the breaking spell on. I would create my own pentagram in complete
contrast to the one I had just destroyed. It would be a pentagram
of protection, like taking a ruined inverted cross and cleansing it
in holy water and hanging it upright again. I picked out the first
of my runes, choosing the one for protection against enemies to set
the protection spells into motion, and laid it inside the hallow of
the tree. I chose trees that already lent themselves to my purpose
rather than carving into their bark and causing pain and scars like
what had been done to the five trees I had just healed. I turned
and faced out into the clearing and began pacing towards a tree
across the way and just off to the right.

As I walked, I envisioned a line of power
cutting through the fallen leaves and grass trailing behind me. I
felt the energy pulsating just at the small of my back as I walked;
it was warm against the frigid air. When I reached the first tree
again, closing the final point of my star, a warm gust of air
swirled through the clearing suddenly, tendrils of energy reached
out to me like curious, searching fingers. It swirled around me in
a vortex, lifting me off the ground and surrounding my whole body
in a cocoon and turning faster and faster until every inch of me
was covered in the swirling magical air. My body ached to pull away
from itself joint by joint against the power that was consuming
me.

Instinctively I struggled against it, willing
it to set me back on the ground and release me, but with every
second I struggled it only gripped me tighter. My lungs contracted
as if trying to breathe through a fire, but there wasn’t enough
oxygen left in the air to get one good breath. I realized I was
becoming lightheaded and dizzy even though the swirling energy had
only lifted me straight up and held me steady. I could feel the
corners of my mind growing dark as the thought of passing out edged
closer and closer.

I closed my eyes against the vortex and
sighed out the breath I was holding, relaxing into the energy and
succumbing to its power, its will. Almost instantly, my mind
cleared and the sweetest, freshest air filled my lungs. My body
stopped trying to tear itself apart and eased into the cocoon of
power. It was dreamlike floating there in the center of my
pentagram of protection, wrapped in the warm embracing power of my
elements against the cold destroying power of the demon. I felt my
aura pulsate. As the vortex calmed and I inched closer to the
ground, my aura grew in strength and light. I was absorbing the
power into my shields, into me.

I opened my eyes and found myself lying in
the center of my pentagram on the forest floor where the secret
element of spirit hid, protected by the other elements of power. My
skin was tingling with the power I had just taken into myself and
in my peripheral vision I could see the glow of my aura as if it
were a tangible thing.

I propped myself up on my elbows and looked
around. It was the same clearing, but I realized the sun was much
farther to the west than it should have been from when I was caught
up in the vortex of power until now. It made me a little nervous
about how much time must have passed. Magic worked that way. You
think things are taking hours to accomplish and really you’ve only
been working for twenty minutes, but now ten minutes must have gone
by in a couple of hours. Great. I did not want to be stuck trying
to find my way back to the trail in failing light. I got to my feet
and hurried over to my bag and gathered my things. I took a few
moments to say one final prayer and seal the circle I had drawn and
thanked all of the trees that we would be using.

I wasn’t sure if it was my imagination or
not, but another warm breeze glided through the clearing, rustling
the branches and leaves before it caressed my face. It was a pretty
nice gesture and a boost to my confidence. I turned and started to
make my way through the forest back to the trail before I lost all
daylight.


Chapter 17

The sun was slowly disappearing behind the
ridge of mountains when I finally came out of the forest. The air
was colder now and the thick hooded sweatshirt I was wearing was
nowhere near enough to keep me from shivering violently. My breath
came out in white puffy clouds and the sweat that had broke out on
my forehead burned with cold. I unlocked the trunk of my car and
tried to hurl my backpack in, but my arms were weak and I only
managed to drop it inside. I pulled the trunk lid closed and had to
try twice before I got the latch to catch. I was nothing but
spindled nerves and trembling limbs. I had forgotten the fact that
I would need to eat at some point in my haste to get out of my
house and all the energy it took me to hike in and out of the
forest was enough to make me hungry, but with the added cost of the
magic I had summoned and worked through, I was ravenous and running
on fumes.

I was almost afraid to drive myself out of
the park and onto the freeway, taking a few moments to decide
whether or not to call Steven and Jodi to come get me. I was
holding my cell phone in my hand, turning it over and over with my
fingers while I debated with myself. I finally just steeled myself,
tossed the cell phone into the passenger’s seat, and turned the key
in the ignition. The inside of the car was just as cold as the
outside so I sat, my hands tucked under my arms and my right foot
pumping the gas pedal until the engine warmed up and the first few
wisps of warmer air started to come out of the vents. Just before I
backed out of my parking space, I picked up my phone and sent text
messages to both Steven and Jodi to meet me at the diner for
dinner.

Traffic on the way back home was just as bad
as it had been on the way up. I had lost track of time so much so
that it was evening and people were trying to rush home, locking up
the freeways to a depressing crawl. We were moving so sluggishly I
was able to check the response messages Steven and Jodi sent,
agreeing to meet me and was able to send back messages telling them
about the traffic. What should have been a thirty-minute drive was
closer to an hour, but I had so little energy left in me that I
couldn’t even get annoyed about it. My upper arms tingled in a way
that I had never felt before. I turned into the parking lot of the
restaurant and my vision was just a little fuzzy. I needed to
eat.

Steven waved to me from the far corner of the
diner; he and Jodi already had drinks in front of them and weren’t
bothering with the menus. I slid into the empty side of the booth,
pushing the cup of coffee they had ordered for me away. I waved the
waitress over and ordered a large three-egg breakfast with
potatoes, bacon, and biscuits and gravy with a large glass of milk.
Steven, Jodi, and the waitress stared at me wide-eyed. It was more
food than I normally ordered, but I flashed my most polite smile
that I could muster at the waitress and waited for Steven and Jodi
to order. The waitress walked away after the other two had placed
their orders and I sighed into the booth.

“Dude, what is up with you?” Steven asked,
leaning over the table so he could whisper to me.

“Sorry, I’m… really… drained,” I said
carefully, realizing I was losing more and more energy and was even
having a hard time talking. I looked up and caught our waitress’
eye and waved her back over to me.

“Something else?” She asked.

“Yeah, can I go ahead and get that milk
before the meal and an order of white toast as quickly as
possible?” I had lost my breath in the long sentence, openly
panting trying to catch it again.

“Um… sure. Are you ok?” the waitress
asked.

“Fine, just tired.”

“Ok, anything for you two?” I tried to keep
the impatience out of my face as she stalled, but I reminded myself
she was only doing her job. Steven and Jodi shook their heads at
her to send her off.

“Shay, what –” Jodi started to ask me what
was wrong, but I held up a weak hand to stop her, not wanting to be
forced to explain before I had some food in me. Although it was
probably only a few minutes, it felt like hours before the waitress
came back with my toast and milk. I dove on them like a starving
person, devouring my toast in as few large bites as possible, only
slowing to drink my milk at a normal pace so I wouldn’t throw it
back up.

I sat back, letting my body have a few
minutes to digest the bread and butter, feeling my stomach settle
slowly and my fingers stop trembling. Carbohydrates are a wonderful
thing. I opened my eyes just enough to see Jodi and Steven staring
at me intensely, which surprised me; I expected them to have their
heads together and be whispering about me. I cleared my throat and
pushed myself up with my shoulders against the back of the booth
seat. They both waited patiently, but I could feel their tension
and building impatience like ragged claws tearing at the skin on my
forearms. I took a deeper breath and pushed them away by
reinforcing my shields. They both made faces.

“Sorry, but you guys are hurting me, I need
some breathing room,” I tried to explain. “I’m going to tell you
everything ok, just try to calm down.”

“So you have been doing something without
us?” Jodi asked, a little more than angry. I sighed, knowing that
they were going to be as stubborn as they wanted to be and weren’t
going to wait to hear me out before they let their tempers run
amok.

“Yes, but only because I had to, ok?” I
rushed through the sentence before they could interrupt me. I
explained the spell I had written, supposedly in my sleep, and
explained where I had been all day and what I had been doing.
Through the entire explanation both of their expressions changed to
pure and simple anger. “Look, the spell called for one point of
focus in order to break his hold on the sacrifice. If you two had
been there casting the circle with me, then the power would have
been divided and we wouldn’t be strong enough to take him.”

“So you’re saying that you didn’t find this
spell in any book and it didn’t come to you while your were
conscious?” Steven asked in a strangely calm voice.

“That’s right…” I said carefully.

“And it never occurred to you that maybe,
just maybe, Jensen or Ian were manipulating you while you were
asleep and you’ve just casted an untested spell?” Steven looked and
sounded years older and wiser than he normally displayed. I was
saved a little embarrassment when the waitress arrived just then
with our orders. We politely waved her off saying we didn’t need
anything else. “Well?” Steven asked a little more impatiently this
time.

“No, I didn’t consider it,” I said in a
resigned voice. “I looked at it and it looked like the kind of
spell I would have written if I had known exactly what I was
dealing with.” I shrugged and stabbed moodily at my biscuits and
gravy, taking a larger than ladylike bite. “If I had gotten to the
clearing and the trees hadn’t lined up with what I had drawn or the
carvings of the runes weren’t there, I wouldn’t have proceeded,
ok?” I said defensively around a large mouthful.

“You know, if either one of us,” Jodi said,
motioning between her and Steven, “had done what you just did
without the other two, you would have our asses in a sling.”

I took a few more bites of food to buy myself
a little time. The fact was, she was right; I would never let
either of them do what I had just done alone.

“You’re right,” I said finally.

“That’s it? ‘You’re right.’ That’s all you
have to say?” Steven asked, his voice rising angrily.

“What do you want me to say, Steven?” I
asked, my own anger rising to meet his. “I’m sorry? I’m not. Look
it had to be done. If we had gone in there without any preparations
and all that magic just waiting for him to empower him, we’d die
right along with the sacrifice and I had a way to stop that, so I
did it, ok?”

“No, it’s not ok! What if it had been a
trap?” Jodi interjected. I had nothing to say to that so I just
finished my eggs.

“You could have brought us with you,” Steven
said, lowering his voice finally.

“I already told you, the spell wouldn’t have
worked with three points of interest.” I had to use a lot of
self-control not to slam my fist on the table when I spoke and hold
in my anger and not let it wash all over them in a searing
bath.

“But we could’ve been there, damnit!”
Steven’s face was growing more and more red while Jodi’s was
becoming paler. Shimmering waves of heat singed the peach fuzz on
my face. “We could’ve just been there in case it was a trap or if
you’d’ve gotten hurt. It was stupid and prideful for you to go out
there alone, Terra!” Steven finished in an angry whisper, leaning
towards me over his side of the table. The sweet smell of burning
wood battled with the salty scent of bacon.

I didn’t meet his eyes. He’d used my
elemental name and it had sounded like a curse when he’d said it. I
stared at my fork, twirling it between my fingers. He was right. I
didn’t want them to divide the power of the spell, but it was just
stupid for me to have gone out on my own.

“You’re right…” I sighed and shook my head,
looking up at the ceiling for a moment before looking back at the
two of them. There was more than anger in their faces; there was
hurt and I had caused that hurt. I lowered my shields against them
and took the punishment of their emotions as it rushed over me,
raising the hair on my arms and scraping at my skin. I shuddered
against it and felt my throat tighten and my eyes burn with unshed
tears and knew that they were both on the verge of breaking down.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered, almost too quietly, but I knew they heard
me. Their pain eased slowly away from me and I knew they realized I
was punishing myself by letting them hurt me with their
emotions.

“Just promise us, the next time you decide to
go into the woods and test out unfamiliar magic that you’ll not be
so damn stubborn and will take us with you,” Steven said. I let out
a laugh that was shaky with relief, one tear escaping and rolling
down my cheek. Jodi was already crying. Of the two of them, it
seemed like they had reversed roles tonight. I finished eating in a
rush, still ravenous from the day’s work. I explained to them how
many times I had to go over the original circle of power to erase
it before I could start my own circle and that I had to actually
heal the trees he had used as points of his pentagram.

“So he was poisoning the trees?” Jodi asked
around a mouthful of food.

“That’s what it felt like to me,” I said,
draining the last few drops of coffee I had finally ordered when my
hands had stopped shaking. I caught the eye of our waitress and she
came over to refill my coffee cup and I ordered a piece of apple
pie to the astonishment of Jodi and Steven. “I’m really hungry. I
totally forgot to eat today and I was out there a lot longer than I
thought I was,” I explained with a shrug.

“Ok, so explain why only you could be a point
of interest? I mean, what does the spell do?” Steven asked.

“Basically, with all the work he did there,
he left behind a lot of residual energy and power. So basically he
built a power base for himself, which I don’t think he realized,” I
started to explain.

“Why do you think he wouldn’t realize it?”
Jodi asked.

“Well, if we had spent that many nights and
risked that much exposure to purposely build a power base, would we
have left it there without any wards or shields out in the woods to
keep people away?” I asked.

“Good point,” Jodi agreed with a nod. “Ok, go
on.”

“I think the demon needs the powerbase but
has kept that part a secret from the caster. Hopefully I’ve
weakened its defenses that way. Then I laid a binding and
protecting pentagram in the clearing and cast our own circle of
protection. So what I think the spell will do is hold the demon and
whoever is casting the spells like a prison in the clearing, rather
than empower them.” I stopped short as the waitress came back to
our table and set my piece of pie down and refills for Jodi and
Steven. We all smiled politely, staying silent until she went
away.

“All right, but that doesn’t explain you
being a point of interest,” Steven said with a hint of impatience
creeping into his voice. I put up a hand to forestall any other
comments so that I could take a bite of pie before I continued.

“I know, but I wanted you guys to understand
all of it.” I took a sip of coffee and made a sour face and added
two more creams and sugars and took another sip, happy with its
flavor now. “Like I said, he was poisoning the trees with the blood
magic, so after I erased his circle I was able to heal the trees.
The carvings are still in the trees unfortunately, like scars when
you get cut, but that’s good because he may not notice a change if
they’re still there. Because he was poisoning them, he angered them
and the earth underneath. Now the trees and the clearing see me as
the one that healed them.” I paused to catch my breath and take
another large bite of pie. “I think, because I healed them and
banished the blood magic, that the forest will lend its power to me
and if you two are there I think you can work as my anchors.”

“Ok, so what are we doing tomorrow?” Jodi
asked.

“Well, we don’t need to worry about casting a
circle so we don’t need sage or consecrated water. I have all of
our athames and I think it’s a good idea that we have them to help
defend ourselves and just in case the sacrifice is tied down, then
we can cut her ties.”

“Whoa, defend ourselves? You mean fight with
them?” Steven asked, eyes wide with shock.

“Well yeah… I mean, you don’t think we can
just go in there and not expect a fight, can you? Besides what if
the demon just physically attacks us? What better way to defend
ourselves than with magically charged blades?” I said, a little
exasperation creeping into my voice.

“She’s right, Steven,” Jodi said and I was
more than grateful to hear her coming to my aid.

“But we don’t know how to fight with knives,”
Steven said.

“Speak for yourself,” Jodi and I said in
unison.

“What?”

“Dude, remember when we took that
self-defense class that you didn’t want to go to?” I asked and
Steven nodded. “They taught us to disarm a guy if he comes at us
with a knife and how to use it against him if we couldn’t just run
away. I mean, we’re not experts, but we feel comfortable enough to
know we can do some serious damage.”

“That’s against a person, Shay! You’re
talking about a demon!” Steven’s voice had risen a little louder
than I was comfortable with.

“Right,” I said, lowering my voice to a
whisper. “But we’re also talking about a demon set to possess a
man, so we’d still be fighting a man. Look,” I said putting up a
hand to stop him from interrupting me, “if this thing attacks us in
its own form or after it possesses the guy, do you expect us to
just lay there and let him kill us?”

“Well, no…”

“Then shut up,” Jodi finished for me.

“Fine, you may feel comfortable with a blade
but I don’t.”

“I thought of that and actually I think maybe
I’d like you to go to church tonight and get some holy water and
bring it with a Bible or a rosary or whatever you’re most
comfortable with,” I said and then finished off my pie.

“What?” Steven asked, clearly confused.

“You’re still a devout Catholic and I think
against a demon your faith will be a really good weapon.” I smiled
at him. Mixing our magic with his Catholic ideals always bothered
Steven, but I believe that good versus evil transcends all
religions and beliefs. Quite frankly, enough of pagan beliefs were
adopted into different Christian faiths that it really wasn’t that
far of a leap of faith to incorporate them when battling a
demon.

Our magical powers are perfectly natural and
for the last few years I’d had to council Steven many times to help
him come to terms with the fact that the magic we performed wasn’t
a sin. We didn’t work against the laws of nature, we worked with
them, and more often than not we only used magic when trying to
help someone, like what we did for Tracy. And, quite frankly, if
you ignored your abilities they just began to fester inside you
like a virus. If you don’t do something about it, the virus
eventually infects your whole system and your abilities will
manifest themselves somehow. Many people get diagnosed with
schizophrenia and all kinds of other disorders just because they
don’t know they have magical or psychic abilities.

“That’s brilliant!” Jodi said with a little
more enthusiasm than she had shown yet. “Steven, that really would
be good for you.” She was actually smiling at Steven and I saw some
of the skepticism slip away from his face as he considered the
idea.

“Good. I really think that’s all we’ll need.
If you want to wear any amulets or something, that’s fine. Like,
Steven, if you want, you can wear a cross or crucifix. Jodi, if you
want to wear your star necklace, just be sure to recharge it
tonight.” They both nodded in agreement with me.

“That doesn’t seem like much,” Steven said
with uncertainty.

“We don’t need a lot of bells and whistles,
Steven. Seriously, since the circle is already laid and I really
don’t think we’re going to have a lot of time to use anything once
we’re there, this is pretty much going to be an ambush,” I said as
calmly as I could. I wasn’t trying to scare them, but I wanted them
to know what we were getting into.

“So you still think it’ll be close to
midnight when he starts summoning the demon?” Jodi asked me.

“Yeah, because then it’ll be Halloween when
the thing is actually brought here.”

“Are we going to school tomorrow?” Steven
asked then.

“Yeah, I think it’ll look funny if we don’t
and we don’t want the school calling our parents to tell them we’re
not there.” They both nodded in agreement. “Besides we’ll have
plenty of time after school to center and draw up any power we may
need before we get there. And we don’t want to get there too early
and tip him off.”

We put money on the table and left. It was
well past eight o’clock now and we didn’t want our parents to get
suspicious of us so we headed home. I hugged them both tightly in
the parking lot and apologized again for going off on my own today.
They were both more gracious this time around. I reminded Steven to
go by his church and get some water. His church had a nine o’clock
mass so it wouldn’t look odd for him to be there tonight. Jodi said
she’d go with him but I knew it was to make sure he didn’t have
second thoughts about taking the water.

When I got home my parents weren’t happy with
how late I came in, but they bought the lie that I had told them I
would be at school late for a club meeting and they must have
forgotten. I said a quiet prayer of thanks that it worked and
trudged back to my room to fall gratefully into bed.

It was a blessedly dreamless sleep; at least
I couldn’t really remember any dreams. I had flashes of forests and
fire and unrecognizable faces. But I had been so bone-weary when I
fell into bed last night I couldn’t even muster up the energy in my
sleep to pay enough attention to keep memories of the dreams. When
I woke up I was a bundle of nerves, so much anticipation and
anxiety bottled up inside of me I was actually charged with it. I
shocked my mom when I said good-bye to her as if there were static
electricity in the air. We both laughed it off but I stared out at
the sky as I stepped off our front step for a moment and knew there
was no static electricity in the air; the fog was thick on the
ground and the sky was gray and swollen with clouds. There was far
too much water in the air for static electricity to build.

When I picked Steven and Jodi up, a wave of
relief flooded through me. Jodi staggered backwards before she was
able to get into the car behind Steven, who I heard fall into his
seat rather than just slip in. “Whoa… what the hell was that?” Jodi
asked, her eyes gone round with shock, gripping the car door for
support so much that her knuckles had gone red and white against
her skin.

“What was what?” I asked, looking between her
and Steven in the rearview mirror. Both of them had been hit with
something strong enough to take them off their feet.

“Seriously? You didn’t feel it?” Steven
asked, visibly pulling himself together and shaking his head as if
trying to clear his vision.

“What?” I asked a little more anxiously.

“I don’t know… it was kinda like a head rush.
Umm, wow, I feel all tingly now,” Jodi said, her voice bubbled like
it was hiding a giggle and Jodi would be the last person you’d ever
hear giggle.

“Yeah, me too,” Steven said, staring at his
hand as he flexed his fingers. I watched his face in the rearview
mirror and could see inspiration dawn on him and he extended his
arm to point at Jodi who was still standing outside of the car,
holding onto the door and roof to steady herself. Steven tilted his
head to the side, furrowed his brow in concentration, and I heard
Jodi make a small sound, drawing my attention to her just as a
flush of heat creeped up her face, coloring her cheeks and ears.
“Niiiice,” Steven whispered with a smile. I could almost see
something extending from his outstretched arm towards Jodi; the air
between them shimmered like heat waves rising off the road.
Something told me that is exactly what I was looking at.

“What just happened?” I asked, leaning across
the seat to look at Jodi.

“I got warm….” she said in awe.

“Jodi, try to do something!” Steven said
excitedly.

“Like what?”

“I dunno, something with air, c’mon!” He was
practically bouncing in the back seat.

“Um ok…” Jodi’s voice was uncertain but she
looked around to see if anyone was watching and then she copied
Steven’s actions, pointing her hand into the car and concentrated.
A moment later sparks erupted at the ends of her fingers.

“Shay? You sure you didn’t feel anything?”
Steven asked.

“When I woke up I felt charged, like with
electricity, I even shocked my mom with static build up…”

“And? What about right now like me and Jodi,
the rush?” He was clinging to the back of my seat now, as if he was
ready to crawl over it into my lap.

“No, nothing like that… I mean, I felt
relief,” I shrugged at the end.

“Do you still feel all that electricity built
up?”

“Um…” I stopped and thought about it,
remembered feeling the almost burning tingle on my lips and
fingertips and the visible spark that erupted between my mom and me
when I touched her. I felt fine now, not exactly normal, but
better. As if the power was better distributed throughout my body
and close to the surface waiting to be called rather than
overflowing to the surface, forcing itself out. “No… I feel power,
like, inside,” I motioned to my stomach, the right words failing
me, “but it isn’t like it was. I thought my nerves were going crazy
and like I was gonna explode with it.”

“Dude, remember last night?” Steven asked and
Jodi finally fell into the car, pulling the door closed behind her
and effectively cutting off the cold air from outside. I could
still feel the heat radiating off of her from when Steven had
called it.

“What?” Jodi asked, pulling her scarf off
from around her neck.

“When Shay said that we’d be there acting as
her anchors? Maybe it’s already started!” Steven explained in a
rush. “This is all that power she called up yesterday and the
excess has come to us. I can access air now and Jodi can tap into
fire.”

“Why wouldn’t that have happened last night
then? When she saw us right after she did the spells?” Jodi asked
Steven, but I answered.

“Because I was too tired. If the power had
risen in me last night, it might’ve killed me. I couldn’t have
handled it. But now, now that I’m rested and the power has settled,
it rose and the excess was waiting for you. Thank God we decided to
go to school, I couldn’t have carried it with me all day.”

“So you think Steven’s right?”

“What else could it be?” I asked and she
shook her head. We didn’t have any other answer for it. I had
called a magnitude of power, too much for me to contain, and now
Jodi and Steven were feeling the effects of years of study and
practice at their elements. I hoped they didn’t get used to it;
something told me that once tonight was over the power wouldn’t be
sticking around.


Chapter 18

I couldn’t even begin to tell you what
happened that day in school. I moved through my classes and the
crowded hallways in a complete and total daze. In three different
classes Jodi and Steven had to whisper answers to me when teachers
called on me and I didn’t even hear them. I was vaguely aware that
I needed to get a hold of myself and focus, but I kept slipping
into daydreams of what we were going to be facing that night and
the work I had done yesterday. Analyzing what had happened when I
picked Jodi and Steven up for school this morning.

At lunch I huddled into the base of the tree
we liked to eat lunch under. The ground was still a little wet,
like it would never dry in this winter weather, and I had Jodi and
Steven play look out. I sat Indian style with my knees resting on
the knobby roots of the tree and took slow, even breaths and
grounded myself into the Earth’s energy. I sent out a shield to the
archway of the hall that would lead to where we were that would
make any wandering students suddenly feel like they didn’t want to
go down that hallway. I kept my eyes closed so I wouldn’t be
distracted, but I opened all my magical and psychic channels and
was able to see the world around me without my eyes.

Like an out of body experience, I rose up
from myself and stepped out of the protection of the tree. I turned
and found Jodi and Steven just a few feet away from me. Steven was
less of a body and more of a raging column of fire in the shape of
a human. If I didn’t know better, I would have thought he had set
himself on fire. I turned and saw that Jodi was no longer just a
body; she seemed caught in a cyclone of swirling air and
lightening. She reached a hand out to pluck a fallen leaf off of
Steven’s shoulder and when her energy neared his, the air and fire
spiked out from each other, reaching to the other power, growing in
ferocity and feeding on each other. But as I watched their faces, I
knew neither of them was aware of what was happening.

I was fascinated by them and could have
studied them all day, but mundanely I knew I needed to get back to
myself and, with that realization, I was suddenly overwhelmed and
excited to turn and look upon myself. I turned so slowly I felt
like I was caught in honey. I steeled myself and forced those last
few inches of the turn.

I knew I was looking at myself because I
could see my face, but I was so confused. I didn’t know what I
expected to see. Knowing that my true element was earth would I be
a mound of earth? Or perhaps had become a tree? It sounded silly to
me, but this I did not expect to see. White light radiated off of
my body, swirling in a color spectrum. It would seem red, but as
soon as I decided it was red, the color would shift and ripple and
would suddenly be blue or green or orange and all came back to
white. I could have accepted that it was just my aura on steroids
after the power I had summoned and clearly affected Steven and
Jodi, but nothing could account for the huge black and sliver wings
that curled and folded around my body.

The feathers were well and truly black but
the edges bled into each other and shimmered in the false light of
my aura to gleaming, perfect sliver. I concentrated on them, taking
a few steps closer to my body and reached out a hand to stroke the
edge of one wing. Just as my fingertips slid over the nearest
feather I heard a deafening crack of thunder over head and I
flinched, snatching my hand back just as the wings burst open and
spread wide behind my body as if the tree wasn’t in the way. They
were glorious, seeming too big to fold down around my body and not
drag on the ground. I traced the length of one of the wings with my
eyes to the tip and saw on the right tip the slow and steady drip
of blood that fell to the ground only to disappear into the
earth.

I walked around my body and the tree to
examine the bleeding wing and saw that there was no open or healing
wound for the blood to come from. I knelt in the grass and looked
up at the wing and could see that the blood looked like a splash of
paint against the feathers, as if the wing had been too close when
a fatal blow had taken someone down. I breathed a sigh of relief
and came back to myself in a rush, gasping for breath and clutching
at my chest to calm down.

“Terra!” I heard Steven’s strained voice as
the two of them heard me gasp and scrambled to my side. Jodi
reached out a hand to my shoulder and I could feel the build up of
power between her hand and my shoulder. She felt it too, looking
down at her hand and had to force it through that build up of power
to close those last few inches between us.

“Terra? What’s going on?” Jodi asked in a
whisper.

“I’m not sure,” I said, my voice a little
breathy after all the gasping. I reached a hand out to touch Jodi’s
shoulder and found no resistance whatsoever. “Let go of me,” Jodi
looked like she wanted to argue, but I locked eyes with hers and
said, “I just want to check something. Let go of me.”

She did what I asked and I reached out again
to touch her and the resistance she had felt was suddenly there,
keeping me from touching her. I closed the distance with a little
effort and held on tightly to her. “Ok, now try and touch my
shoulder again.” Jodi reached out to me and her hand slid
effortlessly through the air and laid gently on my shoulder.

“What does that mean?” Jodi asked. I didn’t
know if Steven could see the difference but I didn’t explain it
right away.

“Maybe once we force an opening through the
shields the channel is open and it’s easier to make contact?” I
knew I was speculating, but I had nothing to base this on. “You two
try to touch each other.” I said, waving my hands between Steven
and Jodi. They each lifted their free hands in front of me and
reached out to each other. Just two inches away their hands slowed
and I watched them press the air between them, slowly flattening
it. I blinked and let my eyes go unfocused, much in the same way
you would if you wanted to use your peripheral vision. I could see
the energy between their hands like a live, writhing thing afraid
it would get crushed in their hands. The closer their hands got the
brighter and more solid the energy became.

Finally, when Steven’s fingers slid around
Jodi’s, interlacing them, the energy sparked and wound its way over
their joined hands in frantic excited lines. I could see Steven’s
hand on my shoulder out of the corner of my eye and realized it was
a deep orange and red, like the flames in a fire, and it seeped
down my body like spreading warmth. Slowly, to keep from losing
this sight, I turned just enough to see Jodi’s hand on my other
shoulder. Her energy was brighter and in shades of blue, lavender
and white, the colors I always imagined the wind must be if we
could only see it. Her energy was more erratic, but cooler, than
Steven’s.

I had a spark of inspiration and remembered
earlier that morning in the car. I lifted my right hand, palm up,
in front of me so that all three of us could see what I was doing.
I concentrated hard enough to bring a crease between my eyebrows
until I could feel Steven’s warmth travel up my arm and fill my
palm until it almost, almost burned. I had the sudden urge to close
my hand into a fist and shake the pain away, but I held my breath
to give myself a few more seconds of patience. Just when I thought
I was burning my skin from the inside out, a tiny flame burst to
life in the center of my palm, less than an inch above my hand. I
heard Jodi yelp with surprise. Steven was staring at the tiny flame
with pure astonishment.

I licked my dry lips and lifted my left hand,
palm up, until it was parallel with my right hand. I shifted some
of my attention to Jodi’s cooling, electric energy on the left side
of my body, keeping enough attention on my right so I wouldn’t lose
the tiny flame. I drew Jodi’s energy down my arm, raising the tiny
hairs in goose bumps, until it swirled in and around my hand. It
felt like my hand was swelling with the power, like my fingers
would tear away from my hand. I held my breath again, steeling
myself, but nothing happened outside of feeling the energy begin to
stretch my skin until it hurt. I realized I was waiting for a
manifestation like the flame, but air didn’t do that unless I
wanted a tiny tornado in my hand, and I really didn’t think I could
control that.

I rotated my hand until my fingers pointed to
the sky and brought it closer to my right hand, palm still up,
until my wrists almost touched and I had made a right angle out of
my hands. I pushed the air energy out of my left palm into the tiny
flame in my right and let the fire feed from it until it was round
and glowing, the size of a softball. The air swirled around my
hands and the fire grew and tendrils of flames licked out at the
swirling air. The heat became too much for me to endure. I caught
my breath and knew I had to let this go or burn my hands to
blisters or worse. With that one intake of breath something passed
through me and the fireball shot away from my hands into the grass
about six feet away. As one, all three of us gasped in horror and
froze.

I was on all fours before I realized I had
moved and pushed my hands into the earth, forcing the hidden water
in its depths up to the surface to squelch the fire. With smoke and
ash, the fire drowned in the new puddle until every ember was gone.
I crawled away from them, forcing them to let me go or else to fall
to the ground at my sides. I crawled over to the burned circle on
the ground and ran my fingers over the blackened earth and felt the
pain beneath the surface. I closed my eyes against tears I didn’t
realize were there and laid my hands in the ashes and forced life
back into the soil. I felt the pain edging away from the earth but
it was coming into me, into my hands.

It hurt more than a few second s of burning
grass should have, or at least that’s what I thought. Just as the
thought came into my mind, a memory flooded into the front of my
mind of me standing in the clearing and laying hands on the trees
that had been carved into and used for blood magic. The pain I was
drawing away from the ground under my hands right now was pooling
inside of me with the pain from the trees. I healed them by pulling
the pain and black energy into my body, like pulling a cancerous
thing from them and into me.

I sat back on my heels and raised my hands in
front of my face, staring at them like I should be able to see the
black energy of pain as a stain on my skin, but there was nothing.
I dropped my hands in my lap and let my focus slide to my right.
The bright, warm orange and red glow was gone, leaving little more
than a shadow of the power, but I could feel it like a memory
waiting to be remembered. On my left the lavender electricity was
gone but the swirling cool breeze was there, near enough.

I turned back to Jodi and Steven and saw that
they were both still holding hands. I had let my eyesight focus but
I was pretty sure the energy there was still going strong. “How do
you two feel?” I asked carefully.

“Fine, great even,” Steven said and I wasn’t
surprised to hear Jodi say, “Electric.”

“Let go of each other.” Without asking why,
they both let go and their hands dropped to their sides. “Well? How
about now?”

“The same,” Jodi said with a smile on her
face and Steven nodded an enthusiastic agreement.

“You’re not drained or tired?” I stood up,
brushing the dirt from my jeans and walked over to them.

“No, why?” Steven asked.

“Because I think I just borrowed energy from
both of you.”

 


The last few classes of our day were probably
the longest classes of my life. It had been so tempting to just
leave school after my little pyrotechnic display, but I was
determined not to draw any undue attention to us and I had missed
enough classes, people were going to start noticing. Jodi and
Steven spent the better part of our English and History class
reminding people of my birthday party tomorrow night. I shook my
head, trying to hold back the nasty laugh I could feel building in
my throat. They were so optimistic about our success tonight; I
couldn’t even begin to think about my birthday. I almost asked when
they had had time to plan my party or get preparations done, but I
knew I had spent enough time away from them in the last couple of
days that they probably had all the time in the world.

I dropped Jodi and Steven at Jodi’s house
after school so we could all make appearances at our houses. We
were all fairly certain that we didn’t need to be near the clearing
until around eleven o’clock. We agreed that I would enter the
clearing on my own and Jodi and Steven would circle around to come
at the clearing from the rear.When dinner was ready, I walked into
the kitchen to fix my plate while my parents did the same. They
were planning on eating in front of the living room T.V., I was
planning on hiding out in my room so everything looked as normal as
possible.

“Hey, honey,” my mom said as I came in.

“Hey,” I was glad to hear that my voice was
as casual as hers.

“Jodi and Steven are throwing you a party
tomorrow night, right?” she asked as she spooned potatoes onto her
plate.

“Yeah, why?”

“You know we always do family dinners out on
birthdays.” It wasn’t a question, but I knew where she was
going.

“Yeah, no worries, mom,” I took the spoon
from her and helped myself to the potatoes. “The party isn’t until
eight so we have time to eat after dad gets off work and get me
home in time to put together my costume and get to Jodi’s house.” I
gave her a vague smile and saw her relax, her shoulders easing away
from around her ears.

“Oh, good. Have you decided where you want to
go?”

“I don’t really care, we can let dad pick.
He’s always pretty tired after work. At least he’ll want to go if
he gets to pick.” I shrugged, turning to leave the kitchen.

“He’ll probably want to go to the steak
house.”

“Yeah, probably. That’s fine with me.” I
shrugged again and made it successfully out of the kitchen this
time, practically rushing to my room to keep from having any more
conversations. I wanted to eat and get some sleep before I had to
sneak out and pick up Jodi and Steven. It was seven o’clock before
I could safely close my door and crawl into bed without fear of my
parents checking on me. I told Steven and Jodi to make sure they
got some sleep before I picked them up.

I rolled over in bed, wide-awake, and saw by
the light of my alarm clock that I had been laying there for thirty
minutes without so much as a yawn. I tried to close my eyes and
fall into a meditative trance to at least relax enough to feel as
if I had slept, but it didn’t worked. I just couldn’t clear my head
enough to start the trance.

I threw the covers back and sat up in bed,
swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. I rubbed my eyes,
grateful I didn’t wear make-up nearly as often as Jodi did. I
slipped to the floor on my knees and crawled into the middle of the
area rug in the center of the room. My dad had gone crazy one
summer and ripped up all our carpet and put down hardwood floors.
At first my mom and I had been happy about it, but the first cold
morning made us see the fatal flaw in hardwood floors. That weekend
we had gone out and bought area rugs and laid them throughout the
house. I took the opportunity to sketch a protective pentagram in
crayon under my rug so that I could meditate and work small magics
without having to draw and redraw a circle of power and protection.
I used crayon so it wouldn’t rub away but at the same time wasn’t
permanent. If we ever moved it was going to be a bitch to clean off
though.

I felt the edge of the circle shiver and
tingle over the edges of my body as I slipped through it. I knew
exactly where the center of the circle was without ever having to
pull back the edges of the rug to check because I spent so many
nights here. I folded my legs into a half lotus position with my
right foot resting on my left leg and let my hands rest lightly on
my thighs. I closed my eyes, tilted my chin up, took a few deep
breaths, and felt my body sink. I stayed conscious enough not to
leave my body in spirit or mind. I had a healthy enough fear of
whatever creatures had already been summoned to affect my dreams
that I didn’t want to be an open door to any other precautions he
may have taken.

A moment later the alarm on my cell phone
went off, vibrating it against the bedside table like a tiny fist
knocking frantically against the wood. I opened my eyes slowly,
rolled my shoulders and rotated my neck to loosen up. Carefully I
peeled my right foot away from my left knee so I could turn
comfortably around to look at the clock. It was half past nine,
just enough time for me to change, arrange the covers on my bed to
hide my absence and crawl out my window into the backyard. I would
sweep around to the side yard and get into my car and off to Jodi’s
to pick up Jodi and Steven.

Since we agreed to take the bare minimum with
us, the car was already ready. I decided not to wear a coat tonight
to make moving easier on me. I wore hiking boots, jeans, a t-shirt,
sweater, and hooded sweatshirt to try and shield me from the cold.
I tied my hair up in a ponytail to keep my hair out of my face and
I was out the window.

“Ok, so are you sure you want to go into the
clearing on your own?” Steven asked from the dark of the backseat.
He wasn’t sitting forward hanging on our seats and that alone
showed me how scared he really was.

“That’s the plan. I won’t really be alone,
you two will come in from behind,” I said, trying to look at him in
the rearview mirror.

“Yeah, but what if he gets to you?”

“Then you guys help. Get Tracy out of the
clearing and get to me.” I tried to sound casual about it, but I
was just as scared. I didn’t like the idea that my only physical
weapon was my athame. In order to do damage with it, the bad guy
would have to be really close, closer than I was comfortable
with.

“I think maybe we should go in with you.
After what you did at school today with the fireball we could get
him from a distance.” Steven said.

“And take the chance of killing Tracy too, or
setting the whole damn mountain on fire?” Jodi interjected, looking
over her shoulder at Steven.

“Yeah, I didn’t mean to shoot that fireball
when I did it, which means I don’t really have control of it. Would
you risk that kind of damage?” I asked, still trying to see him in
the mirror.

“No, I guess not.” He sighed, his voice was
clearly unhappy, but what could I do about it? “I just don’t like
the idea of you going in there alone,” he said again. I decided not
to argue about it with him anymore. He saw it as me facing down the
boogieman by myself and truthfully, I did too.

We drove up the winding road leading to the
parking lot of the park at the bottom of the mountain in silence.
The bend of the road loomed up ahead of us in the light of my
headlights and I saw the barricade blocking the turn into the
parking lot. I slowed the car to a crawl until I stopped in front
of it.

“Shit,” I said under my breath.

“What the hell is this?” Jodi asked, rolling
down her window, letting the freezing air mingle with the heat from
my air vents. She leaned out a little, squinting in the darkness to
read the note taped to the sawhorse in the middle. “Crap.” She fell
back into her seat, rolling up her window quickly.

“What?” Steven asked, finally coming forward
to hold onto the back of my seat.

“It’s a police barricade to keep people out
of the hiking trails.”

“Or Satan worshipers from performing animal
sacrifices,” I offered.

“So what? Just drive around it,” Steven
said.

“No, a patrol car could be stationed in the
parking lot just waiting for that,” Jodi said.

“Right,” I agreed, cranking the steering
wheel to pull away from the turn. I drove up the road a couple
hundred feet until I found a spot with enough shoulder to fit my
car into it. I cut the engine and we all got out. I watched Steven
climb out of the back and as he was bent forward a necklace spilled
out of his shirt. I caught the pendant at the end and held it up to
see it clearly. He was wearing a rosary.

“Just felt right,” he muttered as if he were
embarrassed. I touched his cheek and tucked the crucifix back
inside his shirt.

“Then it was right,” I whispered and rose up
on my toes to give him a kiss on the cheek. We walked to the trunk
to get our knives out. I showed them both how I had slid the knife
into the sleeve of my left arm so the hilt rested in the palm of my
hand so I could draw it quickly with my right.

“Is it just me or does it seem kind of… I
don’t know, sacrilegious to be using these as weapons?” Jodi asked,
looking at her knife with the fake sapphires set into the hilt,
running her fingers over the stones.

“Yeah, a little. But they’re tools and we’ll
need them to break the seal on the circle to enter it anyway. That
jackass probably won’t think to do that and will just walk into the
circle without its protection around him,” I said, gesturing up the
hill.

“But then so will Tracy,” Steven said.

“Yeah, but once you guys are in you can grab
her and bring her into the circle correctly,” I said. “Ok, Jodi,
you wearing your pentacle?” Jodi wore a simple silver star necklace
so she could wear it more openly in public than a pentagram. She
nodded in answer, her hand automatically reaching for the chain
like a security blanket. “Steven, you brought your rosary. You did
get the holy water, right?”

“Yeah, right here,” he reached into his front
pocket and pulled out an honest to goodness sports water bottle,
the kind with the pop-up lid so you could drink from it without
taking the lid off.

“A water bottle?” I asked before I thought it
through.

“Yeah, that way I have more control if I need
to fling the water out at whatever, I don’t just dump it all in the
first try.” He fished out a second bottle from his other pocket and
handed it to Jodi. “I didn’t get one for you because you said you
didn’t want to look like you had anything on you,” he said
apologetically to me.

“No, you did perfect,” I tried for a
reassuring smile, but didn’t think I was all that successful at it.
I reached out a hand to each of them and they hid their bottles
away in their pockets and took my hands and each other’s hand,
forming a circle of the three of us. We all closed our eyes and
turned our faces up to the sky. I whispered a spell of protection
and guidance to our guardian angels and felt a small breeze swirl
around us. I was suddenly aware of a weight on my back just between
my shoulder blades.

“Our Father, Who art in heaven, Hallowed be
Thy Name,” Steven’s voice came to me in a whisper as I finished my
spell. “Thy Kingdom come. Thy Will be done, on earth as it is in
Heaven. Give us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our
trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us. And lead
us not into temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.”

“Amen,” Jodi and I said together. I squeezed
both their hands before I let them go. I took one deep, steadying
breath and turned to face the forest. Could I risk my life to stop
whatever demon might be summoned from the Underworld? Yes. Could I
risk the lives of my two best friends? No. But they weren’t giving
me a choice in the matter. I exhaled and stepped into the
forest.


Chapter 19

Part of me had wanted to trek back up the
road to the parking lot and enter the forest from that point, but I
was afraid Jodi was right and there might be a cop stationed there.
I licked my lips and tried to gauge just how far from the parking
lot we were so I knew when to turn left and continue on. I hated
the thought of being physically separated from Jodi and Steven at
this point. I wanted nothing more than to hold both their hands so
we could mindspeak to each other and keep from getting
separated.

“What did you say?” Jodi’s whisper cut
through the unusually quiet forest. I turned my head to the right
to look at her.

“I didn’t?” I knew the confusion on my face
was as clear as my voice even though she probably couldn’t see it
in the dark.

“I could have sworn I heard you say you
wanted us to hold hands,” she said and we both stopped to stare at
each other. It took Steven a few more moments to realize we had
stopped and came back to us in a rush.

“What’s wrong?” Steven’s voice broke a little
with his fear.

“I don’t know,” Jodi whispered, shaking her
head.

“Dude, I did not say anything out loud, but
that’s basically what I was thinking,” I said, staring intently at
her face.

“Wait, you mean I heard you mindspeak without
touching?”

“I guess?”

“Try again,” Steven urged. I looked at him,
feeling my eyebrows contract and shook my head. How could I try to
do something when I didn’t know how? “I don’t know, just try!”
Steven urged again.

“What?”

“You asked how are you supposed to do
something you don’t know how to do, so I said just try?” In the
nearly nonexistent light I could see the worry and confusion
warring over his face. I laughed as quietly as I could, still
shaking my head. “What?” His voice broke again.

“I didn’t say that out loud!” I grabbed his
arm and shook him in my excitement, but I let go quickly. “Here,
one of you try it!”

Terra? Yellow hinted at the edges of
Jodi’s thoughts.

“I heard you!” I said, trying with more
effort than should be necessary to keep my voice down.

How did she do it so quickly? Steven’s
red and disappointed voice drifted to me in the night and both Jodi
and I spun to him.

I heard you! Jodi echoed my thoughts
in perfect time.

Fae, Drake, can you hear me at the same
time?

Yes! Both of their voices came to me
in an echo. I felt their excitement like candy melting on my
tongue.

Ok, we need to calm down. Obviously we’ve
opened some kind of channel. Now, since we don’t know how, we need
to be careful with it. I started pacing between them, trying to
find the open channel I was talking about, and I thought about
earlier in the day when I saw Jodi and Steven’s powers on my arms.
Out of the corner of my eye I could see a tendril of red, glowing
energy dancing along my body off to the right, trailing behind me,
but as soon as I tried to look directly at it, it was gone. I let
my focus slide again and could see the lavender and blue
electricity that led to Jodi off to the left, but I could never
look directly at it.

Ok, I think we connected today at school;
we’ll just have to be careful not to break it, I thought at
them as I turned to face them now.

How can you know that? Jodi asked. I
tried to think of an explanation, but before I could think of it in
words, the memories of how I did it were in the front of my mind
and I heard Jodi say a simple Oh, I think I get it. I
watched her eyes go soft for a few moments. Wow, Drake, your
energy really looks like fire. But Terra, I don’t understand
yours.

Why? What’s it look like? I asked.

Like pure light. Steven answered for
her, apparently he had received the picture explanation at the same
time Jodi had. But Fae, you’re like purple and blue and look
like lightening.

Nice, she thought at us with a
smile.

Ok, we need to go; we’re wasting time.
Just be aware of the open channels in case we get separated. I
thought and turned from them and headed forward again, dead leaves
and fallen twigs and branches crunching underfoot. I tried to
concentrate on how far we needed to go before we turned to head
straight for the clearing, but as I tried to look at the forest
around us, I realized the danger we were allowing ourselves to walk
into. Not only might we get separated, but we may hike right past
the clearing and Tracy would be lost forever.

Wait a second. We all three stopped at
the same time and I took a deep breath, planting my feet hip-width
apart and grounded into the earth below me. I opened my palms,
splaying my fingers wide, and opened my power, letting it uncoil
from me in seeking tendrils. I felt the life of the forest around
me, almost buried beneath the cold and damp, but there, pulsing
like a heartbeat.

Finally, after what felt like miles of
searching, I felt the pull of my protective circle in the clearing.
Its power and the power of the curling tendril that reached it felt
like two halves of the same object finally coming back together and
I knew exactly which way to go. I started pulling the power back
into me, gathering it back into my center, when suddenly I felt
burning rage try to tear at me through my wandering power.

My power snapped back into me like a slap in
the face. I staggered backwards a few steps, nearly falling into
the slick leaves and mud. Steven helped me to my feet. I winced,
feeling the actual burn on my skin on my back. I only had a moment
to endure the pain when I recognized the evil that had touched me;
it was the same creature that had attempted to rend me to pieces
all those nights in my nightmares.

Run! I screamed in my mind, startling
both Steven and Jodi, making them pause. I ripped free of Steven’s
hand and grabbed him by the wrist and pushed at Jodi. Run!
Fucking run! I screamed at them and took off, my feet sliding
in the loose mud but I didn’t fall, thank goodness. I pushed
through the trees and bushes but didn’t let them hinder me. I felt
it like a hungry, rabid dog snapping at my back. I had no idea how
far back it was, but I knew every time I tried to figure out where
it was or lost my footing it had always found me and torn through
my skin. Not tonight, damn it, not tonight.

I could hear Steven and Jodi just behind and
to the sides of me, their feet pounding on the ground. Under that
noise I could hear their hearts beating frantically, pushing their
blood through their veins. I could smell the sweat on their faces.
My stomach turned at the scents.

Oh God…

What? Steven’s voice screamed at me. I
could feel rather than hear that he was afraid I could see
something he couldn’t, or maybe I was hurt, or Jodi. His thoughts
were as erratic as his breathing.

Get away from me! Go! Run! I screamed
at them and with a burst of adrenaline that had been hiding until
now I forced myself farther away from them, turning sharply to my
left and nearly running right into Steven. He dodged around me and
took off with Jodi instinctively.

Terra, what’s happening? Jodi’s voice
was quieter than it had been, but I could still hear her well
enough; her fear translated just as well at this distance.
Thankfully the pulse of her heart and the scent of her sweat were
fading and I knew soon I wouldn’t be able to hear it.

It’s hungry and it can smell you guys
through me! Just stay away from me! Because it had touched my
power, it had felt my connection to Jodi and Steven. This was all I
could do to keep them safe. I could hear my blood rushing in my
ears and my pulse was like something alive in my throat, clawing
its way into my mouth. My lungs burned with battery acid. My
stomach was going to rip open on the next step I took. But in spite
of all of that, my body held. I kept running, feeling the tears in
my eyes from the cold air that tore at my face. My nose was
running, but I couldn’t stop. If I stopped, it would get me and
tear me to shreds and eat the meat from my bones. My stomach
lurched and I pushed those thoughts from my mind. I brought up
shields in my mind, trying to sever the connection I had forged
between me and the thing at my back.

I could taste bile in the back of my throat
and I knew I couldn’t keep this pace up much longer. Each step felt
like I was pulling my foot out of quicksand. I needed another way,
I needed help, but I didn’t have the time or luxury to stop, ground
and center, and square off against this thing. It was rabid and
probably wouldn’t wait to face off with me. If I stopped, it would
simply keep coming. My fear was like a tangible thing and I could
feel it gain energy from my fear, running all the faster for
it.

Stop it, goddamnit! I screamed at
myself. I opened my eyes wide, taking in as much of the forest as I
could and realized I had left all the saplings behind me. Now I was
running through large, aged trees with trunks wider around that I
was. Desperation drove me and I prayed this would work.

I saw one of the largest trees looming ahead
of me, just ten feet away, I held its image in my mind and
envisioned it opening up for me, taking me into it. I let my magic
burst forth in wild abandon, directing it to the life-force in the
tree, keeping that image burning brightly in my mind as I raced
towards it. I flung myself at the tree when it was less than three
feet away. I closed my eyes tight against the impact, but suddenly
I was engulfed in warm, thick water.

I opened my eyes to darkness, curled almost
in a fetal position, my body suspended in this heavy darkness. I
reached a hand out and felt resistance that was rough and jagged.
Bark, bark of the tree I had flung myself into. I felt all around
me until I was convinced that all of me was surrounded. I felt
tears of relief sting my eyes and a laugh burst out of me before I
could stop it. “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I whispered to
the tree and whatever else may have helped me.

An angry, wild roar cut through my relief and
I could hear the sharp breaking of wood just beyond my face. My
stomach tightened and a cold sweat broke out on my back. I suddenly
felt horrible for risking this tree for my own safety. How did this
make me any better than the one who summoned this demon? He had cut
into the trees in the circle and used them in a blood ritual and
here I was cowering inside a tree and letting it get torn apart. I
turned so the tearing noises were behind me and put my hands on the
rough inner bark and pushed my way out.

I stepped onto the forest floor as quietly as
I could and crouched down, keeping low to the ground. I had an
idea, drawing inspiration from earlier that day. I leaned around
the tree until I could see it. Nothing less than all of my
self-control kept me from screaming.

It was the stuff of nightmares. Like a dog
gone completely wrong, it was too large with ragged, bloody claws
and gnashing teeth. The aura of fire danced on its skin that looked
like it belonged on the inside of the animal instead of the
surface, as if someone had pulled it inside out. Although it was so
dark you could hardly see more than ten feet in front of you, his
skin seemed to glisten wetly and veins pumped erratically all over
his body. Rough fur sprouted out of his head and raced down the
length of his spine, but otherwise his body was bare. I couldn’t
see its eyes clearly as he was gnashing violently with his teeth at
the tree and a jolt of guilt ran through me as I had hesitated for
fear of him.

I pulled on that now thin line of power and
energy between Steven and me, drawing it down my arm into my palm
until I thought it would blister the skin and a tiny flame burst to
life in the center of my hand, just above the skin. I pulled almost
instantly on Jodi’s power, but I felt it swirling around my entire
body rather than just the arm she had been attached to. It took
more concentration than I thought to direct it into my free hand.
My breath was caught in my throat and my lungs burned with the
effort to push the wind into the flame to feed it. The flame grew
stronger and more volatile until I didn’t think I could hold it any
longer and felt the heat racing up both my arms felt like they were
on fire. I drew on my panic and my determination and thrust it into
my hands and into the growing fire held there. It shot from my
hands with such force that I stumbled backwards, catching my ankle
on a twisted root and fell to the ground again.

I heard the creature cry out in a wail of
pain and fall, writing in the leaves and mud. I scrambled to my
feet and hesitated only long enough to see that I hadn’t done
enough damage to keep it down, but I had done enough to give myself
enough of a head start to possibly make it to circle before it got
to me. I took off at a faster and more frantic run than before.

I could still hear it wailing in pain and
anger behind me. It should have scared me but now I could gauge
just how much distance I was putting between it and myself. I could
feel the draw of my protective circle ahead of me growing stronger
the more I concentrated on it. I couldn’t run any faster than I
already was, but I leaned forward into the run, willing myself
there. I heard more of an echo than anything else, the wailing of
the fallen creature change and grow into a roar of rage and
frustration. It was up off the ground and coming after me. It could
run so much faster than I could and it was closing the distance
between us. I wanted to scream or cry or beat it to death with my
frustration. This was so unfair!

I heard it almost directly behind me, the
heat of its anger and aura burning my back. I nearly screamed when
a root caught my foot and I lurched forward, desperately trying to
get my footing and I felt its ragged claws catch on my jeans and
tear through the fabric into the skin and muscle of my calf. I
screamed wordlessly, pain making my vision fuzzy for a few seconds
and I fell to the ground. I crawled forward before I could think of
anything else to do and heard it roar again in mindless rage, but
it didn’t touch me again. I turned to look over my shoulder and saw
it thrashing just a few feet behind me, throwing itself against an
invisible wall trying desperately to get to me.

Blood ran down my calf into my boot and sock
and distracted me for a second before I heard his voice, “I’m so
glad you’ve come, I was hoping you’d make it in time.” I turned
slowly, wishing this were a nightmare that I’d wake from before I
actually had to see the boogieman behind me. I gazed up the length
of the clearing until I saw his feet and slowly, painfully raised
my eyes up and looked upon the smiling, twisted face of Ian. I had
made it to my circle.

 


I had a moment of confusion when I saw Ian
standing there. I remembered the spell warning him not to look me
in the eye because I would see him for what he truly was, but as he
stood over me he didn’t look all that different, at least until I
saw his eyes. They were black. No whites, no irises, no pupils,
just endless black. They were not the eyes of a human, there was no
soul behind them. I shivered as I realized what I was looking
at.

“I don’t understand,” I whispered.

“What don’t you understand?” Ian asked, his
voice heavy and strange.

“How is it you? I burned you, but then your
arm, in the store, I saw it.”

“Oh yes,” he laughed, making me cringe,
“well, that was an interesting little trick of yours, but it wasn’t
anything I couldn’t heal easily.”

The protective shield was like a weight on my
neck, shoulders and back, pushing me down and away from it. I
hadn’t truly entered the circle and it wasn’t letting me, but it
was more reassuring to me than anything else; that also meant that
Ian was outside of its power and protection too. I pushed back to a
kneeling position, never taking my eyes off of Ian and brought my
left arm up, level with my chest, and grabbed the hilt of my athame
with my right hand and drew it out of my sleeve.

I saw a look of confusion come over Ian’s
face as he watched me, but it passed and he merely smirked at me,
“You’ll have to get a lot closer to me for that to do you any
good.” I took a deep, steadying breath, found the power source of
my element beneath me, and pushed up to my feet.

“I enter of my own free will,” I whispered
the words as quietly as I could and thrust the blade of the knife
into the air in front of me and sliced upwards, visualizing a tear
in a thick, heavy cloth in front of me. I stepped through and felt
the edges of the cut brush over my body, giving only enough for me
to squeeze through. I turned, none too happy with giving Ian my
back, and raised my right hand to the opening and made a smoothing
motion down the length of the cut, whispering the spell to seal the
circle again. I felt the power shimmer around me and lock into
place just as if I had shut the door to a windy night. I heard the
demon beyond the tree line roar again, but it couldn’t reach me
now.

“What have you done?” Ian asked and I turned
to face him, more confident now but still scared out of my mind. I
was committed and there was nothing for it.

“Listen Ian, there is still time to stop
this.” I decided I would try for reasoning first.

“What did you just do?” he asked again, but I
wasn’t telling.

“Look, just give me Tracy and go away. Leave
my city and I’ll let you go.” My voice sounded more confident than
I actually felt.

“Oh, Tracy, yes, well, that’s fine, if you
want me to let her go I can do that for you.” He was smiling at me
and it was like a twisted version of Jensen’s sweet, reassuring
smile. I wanted to wipe it off his face.

“Just like that?” Ian started to step to his
side, circling me. I knew I didn’t want him at my back so I
mirrored him, walking away from him. We were tracing the edge of
the circle, facing each other like an old western gunfight.

“Well, I would expect something in return,
obviously,” he said with a laugh and a wave of his hand.

“What would you expect?” Ian stopped a
quarter of the way around the circle and started back the way he
came. I stopped and considered doing the same, but something told
me he didn’t want me at the end of the circle he had started from,
which made me want to be there all the more.

“I’ll let Tracy go if you take her place…
Witch,” he said it like a curse and the power of that one
word slapped me in the face. He tilted his head to the side,
studying me like a bird ready to peck the worm out of the hole.
“That should have done more. Very impressive,” he muttered that as
if speaking more to himself than to me.

“You say witch like it should offend me. I’d
rather be a witch any day than be… what are you? A warlock?
Satanist?” He laughed abruptly and it was an ugly, harsh sound,
almost the braying of a mad donkey.

“A warlock, a Satanist,” he nodded, still
smiling from his ugly laugh. “No, they answer to someone,
something. I answer to no one and nothing.”

“Everyone answers for their crimes, Ian,
everyone.” I had decided to stop moving and just squared off in
front of him. He laughed at me again, throwing his head back into
it, fully enjoying mocking me.

“So pretty to think so. Makes your world make
a little more sense to you, I suppose.” He smirked at me and it was
ugly.

I was done with the banter. My leg hurt like
a son of a bitch and my arm was beginning to shake with the effort
of holding the blade.

“Ok, Ian, what exactly is it that you need me
for?”

“Oh I could just as easily use Tracy,” he
shrugged flippantly. “But I would prefer you.”

“Fine, for what?”

“To summon power. Obviously a witch of your
abilities would enhance my powers much more than a simple little
girl.” He turned and walked back to where he had stood originally,
closer to me than I would have liked, but I didn’t want to give
away any ground. He actually stepped out of the circle into the
trees and disappeared for a few moments. I had the intense urge to
run after him, get to Tracy before he could and just get out of
here, but I held my ground. He came back, dragging two very large
duffle bags into the clearing. They were held closed at one end
with drawstrings and looked big enough to hold a body in each. And
as that thought entered my mind, my stomach lurched.

“I’ll make the deal even sweeter for you,” he
said when he had come far enough into the clearing for me to hear
him and turned to face me. “I’ll let dear Tracy go,” he nudged the
bag closest to me with his right foot, “and I’ll let Jensen go,” he
kicked the other bag with his left foot and I heard the muffled
groan from the second bag, “if you’ll take her place.” A cruel
smile curled his lips and made his eyes darker rather than lighter
as smiles should do. I tried not to look at the bags. I tried not
to let the pain show in my face, but it was difficult.

“Why do you have Jensen if you only need one
sacrifice?”

“Because he helped start the spell work so he
has to be here,” he shrugged and tried to look casual about it, but
the anger threaded in his voice betrayed the façade. “How did you
happen to keep my pet out of the circle?” He nodded towards the
trees off to my side now that I had walked farther into the
clearing.

“The same way I kept you out,” I took another
step closer to him but he didn’t move to mirror me. He wasn’t going
to walk away from the bags before the negotiations were
through.

“But I am in the circle,” he gestured at the
clearing with both hands, amusement plain on his face.

“No, no, you’re not.” I smiled. It wasn’t a
pleasant smile.

“My pet gnashes at the edge of the circle and
cannot enter the clearing, but here I am, standing in the clearing.
How can you say that I am not in it?” His amusement slipped into
bemusement like I had done something simple and adorable like a
child.

“What’s your name?” I asked carefully.

“Ah,” he laughed again, but now it sounded
like breaking glass or metal on a chalkboard and made me cringe.
“You are very bright. Yes, I would much rather have you than the
girl.” He actually kicked Tracy in the bag and I found myself
coming forward as if I could stop him in time.

“So, that’s why I can finally look you
straight in the face; you’ve already possessed Ian, is that it?
Then why do you need another sacrifice?” I wanted to understand
everything before I brought Jodi and Steven in and knew what we
needed to do.

“Answer me about my pet.” He sounded sullen;
his mood swings were going to pose a problem if I didn’t keep him
mollified.

“Fine, if I answer you, will you answer
me?”

“Agreed.”

“I set another circle over yours to protect
myself and I entered it ritually. That is a thing of evil; it
cannot enter my circle of protection unless I invite it in,” I said
it as matter-of-factly as I could. I decided it were best if he
didn’t know I hadn’t just set my circle over his and had erased his
circle. Call me paranoid, but I don’t think that would have made
him happy.

“Hmm, so you knew that I wanted you to come
to me?”

“No, you said you’d answer my question if I
answered yours. You don’t get to ask another question until you
answer mine.”

“Yes, I have already entered Ian’s body, you
are correct. I need the third sacrifice, human obviously, to seal
the possession and my ascension. Blood for blood, a life for a
life, you understand.” He smiled at me with a nod.

“I wouldn’t think a demon would worry about
karmic balance.”

“I don’t make the rules my dear; I only
follow them – when I have to.” He shrugged casually. I decided to
let that one go, we would have to agree to disagree on whether or
not he was following karmic rules. “Alright, well, time is wasting,
I do need to have this ritual underway almost immediately if I am
to get it done in time, so, will you be staying or shall I proceed
with Ms. Tracy?”

“You know I can’t let you kill her.”

“Wonderful, if you’ll just get rid of that
little knife of yours and join me over here in the middle?” He
reached a hand out to me, just as if he were my date for the night
and wanted me to take his arm.

“Let them go first,” I motioned to Jensen and
Tracy with my chin, never taking my eyes off of Ian.

“Oh no, my dear, you first and then I’ll let
them go.”

“I’m not an idiot. If I go first, you’ll kill
me and there’ll be nothing to stop you from killing them.”

“But why would I do that? Once you have
sacrificed yourself I won’t need them anymore.”

“Because you’ll want to get rid of any
witnesses.”

“That’s a risk you’re just going to have to
take. Now, stop stalling,” Ian said.

I drew in a deep breath to calm my nerves and
dropped my athame to the ground. He smiled at me and nodded slowly,
encouraging me to come to him.

This was the part of the plan that I hated
the most; I would have to go willingly to him, unarmed. I took
slow, careful steps to him, taking as much time as I dared to close
the distance between us. I concentrated on Steven’s energy and drew
the heat into both of my arms, desperately trying to control the
energy to keep it from bursting into flame in my palms. I didn’t
want Ian to see what I was doing. I was only a few feet away from
him when I felt the heat grow in my hands until I was sure my skin
must be red and blistering from it. The memory of the grass I had
set aflame in the school and the trees Ian had carved into flashed
into the front of my mind and the pain in my hands tripled. The
pain of controlling the element clawed up my arms and past my
elbows.

“Yes,” he hissed at me, “come to me,
witch, come to me.” I stopped just three feet away from him,
hoping that I appeared scared and angry and was just hesitating. I
watched him start to lean for me and I opened the channels between
Jodi, Steven and myself and screamed in my head for them to come. I
bent my knees and with a wild, wordless scream I lunged at Ian, my
hands formed into claws, reaching, tearing in the air for his face.
He leaned into my lunge, realizing too late what I was doing. My
fingers found his face, nails ripping down his cheeks until I could
hold on. I pressed my burning hands into his face, shoving him back
with my body.

He screamed as wildly and wordless as I had
and tore away from me, stumbling backwards, and I fell to my knees
on the ground. I looked up and saw Jodi and Steven running into the
clearing towards us. Ian was clawing at his own face, slapping
himself, trying to put out the fire that he could not see,
crabwalking away from me. I was strangely calm as I watched the
blisters burst over his skin, melting holes into his cheeks and
forehead as it burned relentlessly. Steven and Jodi both had their
bottles of holy water in their hands, Steven gripping his rosary in
the other. They reached Ian and started flinging the water on his
body. He fell to the ground screaming, steam rising up from his
body, his clothing smoldering from the inside out.

“Our Father, Who art in heaven, Hallowed be
Thy Name,” Steven started the prayer, he and Jodi flinging the holy
water on every part of Ian’s body that they could reach. “Thy
Kingdom come. Thy Will be done, on earth as it is in Heaven. Give
us this day our daily bread. And forgive us our trespasses, as we
forgive those who trespass against us. And lead us not into
temptation, but deliver us from evil. Amen.” Ian screamed, but
could not move under the weight of the prayers.

“Keep praying!” I screamed and got to my
feet, tripping myself and nearly falling again in my rush. Steven
started to repeat the prayer again. Ian screamed again but a roar
of frustration colored it and I watched, horrified, as he was able
to start to push away from the ground. Without thinking, I plunged
my hands down, the earth giving way to my hands. I searched until I
found the wandering roots of the trees that I had used to form my
circle and begged their help and felt them respond to my call. The
surface of the ground began to roll, a threaten rumble shook the
trees around us. The roots broke the surface of the ground and
reached for Ian, grabbing his wrists and ankles and pulling him
tight against the ground, twisting and twining around him until he
couldn’t move. The roots drew the shape of the star I had walked
the day before, binding Ian in the same place the magic of the
circle had laid me.

I pulled my hands free of the ground,
relieved when I saw the roots didn’t let Ian go, and ran to them.
He roared again and I felt an icy wind rush around us, whipping at
our faces and thunder cracked overhead. I looked up to see the
black and gray clouds swirling malevolently in the sky and
lightning ripped through the clouds.

“I think its working!” I screamed at them
over the thunder and wind and Ian’s screams. Steven kept praying. I
heard Jodi take up the chant of the elements, their voices taking
up the same cadence so you almost couldn’t tell who was saying
what.

I fell to my knees at Ian’s head and Jodi and
Steven followed on either side of him. I reached out a hand to both
of them and we formed a circle around him with our arms. “By the
power of three times three, I bind you demon,” I began my chant,
falling into rhythm with Jodi and Steven’s voices. “By the power of
three times three, I bind you demon. By the power of three times
three, I bind you demon,” I kept all emotion out of my voice and
concentrated on raising the power between us.

Ian began to writhe on the ground in pain,
the smoke from the holy water faded away and his face turned up to
me. I stared into his black eyes and he spoke to me in a voice no
human could have and in a language I didn’t know. Steven’s voice
faltered and I felt the pain the words were giving him. I gripped
his hand tighter and lent him my strength. Jodi chanted a little
louder, leading Steven back into his concentration. “By my will, I
banish you, demon. By my will, I banish you, demon.” I steeled
myself, found my center and the power contained therein, and held
his gaze with my eye. “By my will, I banish you, demon!” I cried
out over the howling wind and heard Steven cry out, “Deliver us
from evil!”

Ian screamed in pain and lightning crashed
down around us, slicing into Ian and striking a tree close to us. I
felt the wood breaking long before the bark started to give and I
lunged forward, pulling Steven and Jodi with me just as a heavy
tree branch came crashing down over Ian’s shoulders. He lay there,
immobile and silent, as the winds began to die and the thunder
faded away. I looked up into the sky and saw the clouds were still
there, but the black and gray were gone. Steven was crying and Jodi
was shaking, holding on to him. Ian’s eyes were closed and his
mouth was slack. If his eyes had been open, I would’ve known he was
dead, but as they remained closed, I knew he was just
unconscious.

In another moment I felt the air around me
shift, as if taking pause in the Earth’s rotation, and the ground
below me rumbled as thunder cracked over head. A black mist erupted
from Ian’s chest. A pain ridden howl tore through the air in the
distance. I pulled my gaze away from Ian and looked out at the
trees beyond my circle of protection to see a pillar of smoke
rising above the treetops, dissipating as it caught the breeze. I
heard the howl of the hell hound fading as the mist over Ian’s body
grew weaker. The demon and his pet were leaving this plane. The
ground continued to rumble as the roots of the trees began sliding
away from Ian, disappearing back into the ground. The tremors
subsided with the last root tip gone, but the large tree branch
still pinned Ian to the ground.

Before I could succumb to the effects of
shock, I ran, tripping and nearly falling, over to the bags that
Jensen and Tracy were in. I had a split second where I wanted to
free Jensen first, but I thought better of it and tore the bag open
that Tracy was stuffed inside. She was crying and trembling, but
with my help she crawled out. Her wrists and ankles were bound,
making it awkward, but we managed it.

“Shayna?” she gasped, staring at me,
confused, but instead of asking any more questions, she clutched my
sweatshirt and pulled me into a hug. “You’re always saving me! It’s
like you’re my very own, live guardian angel,” she sobbed into my
shoulder with a laugh. I looked at her, a weight on my back
suddenly there and undeniable.

“What did you call me?” My voice was hushed
and she couldn’t hear me over her own sobs. I felt Steven and Jodi
at my back and they eased her away from me, pulling her to them so
I could get to Jensen. He crawled out of the bag, weak-kneed and as
shaky as Tracy, bound the same way at his wrists and ankles. His
face was covered in bruises and swelling, but he smiled at me and
the endless blue of his eyes sparkled for me.

“A guardian angel, that’s what she called
you,” he whispered.


Chapter 20

Jensen was bloodied and bruised from a fight
he’d had with Ian. He told me that, for as long as he could
remember, they had powers. They never knew anyone else who did, so
they had been teaching themselves with books and the internet their
whole lives. Ian had become obsessed with growing his powers. The
more they learned, the more he craved. It was a vicious cycle that
Jensen, the weaker of the two, had been caught up in. Jensen
admitted he had been helping Ian, just like Ian had told me. But
when Ian killed the first goat, Jensen realized what a wrong turn
they had taken and tried to stop Ian. It was Jensen stopping the
rituals that had the police stumped.

Unfortunately, with the supernatural powers
Ian was gaining from being possessed by the demon, Jensen was no
match for Ian. I asked him why Ian didn’t just kill him to get him
out of the way and Jensen told me that Ian figured if I wouldn’t
take Tracy as bait, I’d most likely come for him. Sadly, he was
probably right. We found Ian’s sacrificial knives and grimoire in
the same sack he had put Tracy in. I could only read a few pages
before I had to put it down. It was full of nothing but evil,
twisted spells and incantations and of course a fully detailed and
outlined description of all of the rituals he had done in the woods
and what he planned to do with Tracy, or me.

Once the trees that had bound Ian to the
ground had retracted their roots, still leaving the large branch
pinning him to the ground, I had Tracy use Ian’s cell phone to call
the cops. I didn’t have enough time to ask Jensen any more
questions. Steven, Jodi and I ran back to my car before the police
showed up. Tracy told them that she and Jensen had been kidnapped
by Ian. She told the cops that he was the one committing all of the
animal sacrifices in the woods and that he planned to kill them
next, but as she was trying to run away after he cut her ties, a
lightning bolt struck a tree and knocked him to the ground,
crushing him. Sadly, he was still alive.

Tracy and Jensen’s injuries were minor and
Ian was placed in custody at the local hospital. Once he is well
enough to be moved, he’ll be placed at the Juvenile Detention
Center until he turns eighteen. Then it’s on to big boy jail for
ten to fifteen years. It seems a rather light punishment to me, but
since no one was killed and he’s still a minor, that’s how it goes.
Their mother didn’t take it too well, but she was happy to find out
that both boys were alive. She’s handling the rest as best as
anyone could expect of her.

Everyone except me is insisting on going
through with my birthday party tonight. Since, as Jodi pointed out,
we didn’t have anything to do with last night’s events it would be
weird to cancel now. Jensen asked if he could come. I told him no.
I’m not sure I want to see him again.

I drove to Jodi’s house in my witch costume,
full green face make-up on, complete with a hooknose and two hairy
warts.

“Now that’s attractive,” Steven said as he
opened my car door. It was another time where I deeply regretted
that he was gay. He was dressed in motorcycle boots, dark blue
jeans, a tight black shirt and black leather biker jacket. Each
piece of clothing was carefully selected to highlight his muscular
build and height. Two grey horns were expertly affixed to his
forehead, looking like they had burst from his skull. He was the
sexiest demon minion I had ever seen. But after seeing the animal
in the forest and looking into Ian’s black eyes, the appeal of his
costume didn’t have quite the same effect it would have three weeks
ago.

“Thanks,” I said, rolling my eyes and getting
out of the car after parking in front of Jodi’s house. She had made
sure, as the guest of honor, that there would be a front row
parking spot saved for me. I grabbed my hat from the back seat and
pulled it on, adjusting it in the reflection of the car window
before taking Steven’s arm.

The house was packed to capacity with so many
bodies and faces that I really didn’t think there was anyway that I
could possibly know everyone here, even though they all seemed to
know me. Jodi hugged me tightly, wishing me a happy birthday. She
was dressed as a witch too, her simple black dress accessorized
with red and white stripped tights in contrast to my orange and
black ones.

“Oh, you have to meet my cousin Miguel!”
Steven said excitedly and reached behind him and grabbed a boy and
swung him around to face me. “Miguel, this is my other best friend,
Shayna.”

“Hi, nice to meet you,” he smiled and held
out his right hand. As I reached to take his hand, a jolt of
electricity jumped between us, strong enough that everyone saw the
spark. We both jumped, startled, and Miguel laughed

“Nice to meet you….” I said carefully, the
spark making me look at him more closely than I had before. A
strange feeling came over me and I turned to look over my shoulder,
keeping a tight grip on Miguel’s hand. I spotted Tracy across the
room and waved her over with my free hand. “You need to meet
someone,” I told Miguel. Tracy made it over to us, careful not to
snag anyone’s costume, and smiled up at me. “Tracy, this is
Steven’s cousin, Miguel.” I let go of Miguel and watched his face
go slack with shock. He blinked stupidly at Tracy, who in turn
giggled at him.

“Oh my god…” I heard Jodi whisper just before
she grabbed my arm and turned me towards her. “Are you kidding
me?”

“Nope,” I said, trying not to laugh. “It’s
been two weeks, a much more standard amount of time for a spell to
work, don’t you think?”

“Wait, what’s happening?” Steven asked,
confusion looking strange on his devilishly made up face.

“Come on, we’ll get drinks and I’ll explain
it,” Jodi said, pulling him away.

I watched them go, taking my sense of safety
with them. There were too many bodies here, I tried to be grateful
they weren’t touching me, but it still felt like they were. I
squeezed through the crowd into the front hall until I was back at
the front door again and slipped outside. There was a bench off to
the side on the front porch and I sat. I wasn’t altogether
surprised to see Jensen standing on the sidewalk, hands in his
pockets. I expected to feel angry or annoyed, but I felt
nothing.

He nodded at me, keeping his chin down,
looking appropriately cowed. I crossed my right leg over my left,
settling my hands in my lap. The freezing temperatures had
disappeared with the demon after we banished it. I was glad I
didn’t have to hunch against the cold air; it would’ve taken what
little dignity I had left.

“There is one thing I still don’t
understand,” I said just loud enough for him to hear. “I don’t get
why he took Michelle that night, in Malibu.”

“I found where he was keeping Tracy and
managed to get her out. When he couldn’t find us, he went after
Michelle,” Jensen said, his face lit with strange shadows under the
street light.

“So she was just a replacement?”

“Yeah. Just someone else you knew.”

“Someone he thought I’d rescue.” I said
quietly. “So I take it he eventually found you?”

“Yeah, that thing,” Jensen paused and closed
his eyes, gathering himself. “That animal thing.”

“The hell hound,” I offered and he
nodded.

“He sent that thing to find us.”

“But Tracy… Shouldn’t that have upset her
more than she is?”

“I think maybe Tracy has learned to block out
unpleasant things.”

“You’re probably right,” I said sadly. Jensen
scuffed his toe on the sidewalk, still not looking at me. “So it
was because of your brother that you learned to put up those
shields, right?”

“Yep,” he said casually, glancing up. “That’s
why it took him so long to find me and Tracy once I got her away.
He tried to compel me to come back, but with these shields I could
fight it.”

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

“A spell,” he sighed, “another goddamn spell.
He tried it on you but it didn’t work. I told him it wouldn’t.”

“Actually,” I said slowly, thinking of the
night I’d taken my pentagram off. I had the urge to get out of the
house and go somewhere, anywhere. To Ian apparently.

“Actually what?” he prompted.

“It almost worked. There was a day where I
felt something pulling at me. I just didn’t know what it was.” I
don’t know why I didn’t tell him about my pentagram, but for some
reason I felt like keeping that a secret.

“Thank God,” he said quietly.

“There’s just one more thing.” Since he was
in a sharing mood I decided to press my luck. “If it was you
interrupting the rituals all those times, why didn’t you just go to
the police?”

“I couldn’t.”

“Why? Because he’s you’re brother?” I asked
sarcastically.

“No, I mean I actually couldn’t. Since I had
started that first spell with him he had me bound, but because we
didn’t finish it he didn’t have complete control over me.” He
paused, but I could tell he wasn’t finished. “He is my brother. I
was trying to get through to him. But then he figured out what you
were, at least he thought he did and that’s when we got into that
fight.”

“Not much of a fight.” I muttered.

“Well, he was stronger than me, the whole
possessed by a demon thing.”

“True. I still don’t understand why you
didn’t just go to the police.”

“I thought I could get through to him before
he kidnapped Tracy. I don’t know why I didn’t go to the police
then. I just went after them. Instincts I guess. Then when I found
her he had that hell hound thing after us, we had to hide.”

“Yeah, I think I understand.” But I didn’t
understand how he could’ve helped Ian that very first night of the
animal sacrifice. Even if he did change his mind when Ian killed
the first goat. What the hell did he think Ian was planning on
doing with the goats? I closed my eyes and shook my head. It had
been a hard couple of days and I just didn’t have anything left in
me. I didn’t want to ask anymore questions.

“Can I sit with you?” he asked in a quiet
voice. I stared at him a moment. We didn’t come across too many
people with natural abilities in our small town. Did I really want
to alienate him? But could I trust him? I just wasn’t ready yet. I
flared my shields and pushed him away. He sighed before turning and
getting back into his car.

I had called Deb earlier that evening and
told her that I needed to start working with her on a regular basis
to get better control of my growing powers. I’m meeting with her
for the first time tomorrow. All three of us have more powers now
than we had just a week ago, but they had faded from what they were
just yesterday. I couldn’t call fire to my hand like I did last
night and I couldn’t call a vortex like I had, but the three of us
were still connected more strongly now than we ever have been. I
worry about our growing abilities, mine more than theirs, but I’ll
deal with it as it comes. I just hope the rest of the school year
will be less eventful than the last month has been.
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