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“More children are missing...”

The announcement was in a dull tone. Another disappearance, no clues, and fading hope. What must the newest parents be feeling? They had been mere witnesses to the worst happening to other families, and now they were in the middle of a nightmare.

“That brings the total to five missing.”

Mark’s friends were all shades of grey, hovering in formal clothes at a vigil for the missing kids. Only his boyfriend was in colour, but as Damian turned to him, his blue eyes faded to black.

“You’re looking in the wrong place, Mark.” Said the demon within...

Mark jerked awake, his arm aching from Harry’s punch. He squinted in the bright summer light. “What?”

“It’s the first time I’ve seen you in a week. I’ve only got half an hour’s dinner break, and you’re gonna sleep through it?”

“Some of us don’t get the luxury of a nine-to-five. I’m up at dawn to do the proper work.” Mark yawned. He’d started working at Mr Brown’s dairy farm, as he did every summer for the last four years. He’d never been this tired before, the dregs of dark magic he’d used was still sapping his strength. The withdrawal not letting him sleep at night.

Mark felt a sickening tremble in his hand, and shoved it in his coat pocket, out of sight.

“Sorry, what did I miss?”

“The pro photographer has posted the Prom photos on their website.” Sarah announced with a grin, shoving her phone in Mark’s face.

Mark obediently looked through the gallery, flicking between photos of his classmates, awkwardly posing in formal attire.

Mark paused as he saw one of him and Damian. Mark looked a bit of a mess in his ill-fitting suit; but his boyfriend looked amazing, even with the bruises that had cast his face in shadow.

A giddy warmth surged through him. That was the night when Damian had first told him that he loved him...

“When are you next seeing Damian?” Sarah asked, smiling at his moment of gooiness.

“He’s still at footie camp, but he’s gonna be back in time for the Solstice tomorrow.”

Damian had scored a dream job for the summer holidays – an assistant coach for the junior football club. They had started the summer with a team-building camp at Dalby Forest, and Mark hadn’t seen Damian in days. He was itching to have his boyfriend back at his side.

“Good, you can invite him to my set in Sheffield on Saturday.” Harry nudged Mark.

Mark blanched. “Saturday. Sheffield.” He repeated, hiding that he’d completely forgotten.

“Then there’s Thirsk on Wednesday, and Cawood the following Friday.” Sarah rattled off, knowing her superstar’s itinerary by heart.

“Three gigs in one week?” Harry asked weakly. “Don’t y’think that’s a bit much? I need to rest my voice.”

“Hmm, good point. I’ve also had some interest from BBC Introducing... might be best to save your voice for them.” Sarah pushed to her feet. “I’ll call Thirsk to cancel.”

Mark watched her walk away, phone stuck to her ear. “I didn’t realise you’d signed up to BBC Introducing – that's massive!”

“Well, my manager signed me up.” Harry shrugged. “Chances are nowt will come of it.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, you’re an amazing singer. And you heard Sarah, there’s already interest...” Mark’s voice trailed off. He knew his best friend better than anyone, and he could tell that Harry wasn’t as excited as he was. “What am I missing?”

“Nowt, nowt. It’s a dream come true. What I’ve always wanted.” Harry sighed. “Don’t mind me, I’m just tired.”

“Uh-huh.” Mark wasn’t convinced. “Y’know you can always talk to me. About owt.”

“Cheers mate, but I’m fine.” Harry plastered on a fake smile. “Better than fine. Haven’t you heard, I’m on track to be a star. I best get back to work.”

Harry clapped Mark on the shoulder, and jumped up from the bench, heading back to the coffee house that employed him for the summer.
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Mark cycled to Denise’s house. He’d been putting off the visit for the last couple of weeks, ever since Silvaticus betrayed him and trapped Damian in a demon prison. Mark’s stomach roiled at the thought of his sweet and gentle boyfriend being stuck in that awful place. His only reprieve was Robert, the unlikeliest hero, had kept Damian unconscious throughout the imprisonment and torture.

Mark took a deep breath and knocked on Denise’s door.

Denise appeared, her hair a bright, freshly-dyed yellow. “Ah, I was wonderin’ when you’d turn up. Cuppa?”

Without waiting for an answer, Denise turned back into her house, shuffling towards the kitchen.

Mark followed obediently, closing the door behind him. “Sorry I didn’t come sooner. I didn’t know how... I was recovering...”

Denise glanced up from the tea tray, with a knowing look. “I don’t blame you if you don’t forgive Danny for his part. Not straight away. You both have your hearts in the right place; it’s frustrating that demons are messin’ with our witches.”

Mark felt a flush creep up his neck. Denise seemed to have read his thoughts, and now he felt guilty for not hurrying to embrace his fellow-witch. “How is Danny?”

“Devastated. Silvaticus betrayed him too, after everything Danny did to try and help him and Eadric.” Denise sighed. “He’s locked up in the garage at the mo, if you want to see him.”

“Really?”

“Yeah, he thought being out in the middle of nowhere was safer than at his flat in town. Until we work out how much of a threat Silvaticus poses...” Denise nodded towards the garden. “We’ve turned the garage into a mini apartment; and Nanna’s organised some of the coven to watch him.”

Mark bit his lip. He kept forgetting how much Nanna seemed to take care of, and so effortlessly. Part of him was worried she was pushing herself too much, especially after her recent collapse... part of him worried how he’d ever manage even half of what she did, when Mark officially took over.

After he finished his cup of herbal tea, Mark made his way to the garage, his feet slow and heavy. He passed Denise’s living room, and spied a couple of witches from the coven watching TV. Mark gave them a brief wave and carried on outside, aware of their eyes following him.

Mark knocked on the door.

“Yeah.” A faint reply came.

He took a deep breath and let himself in. Last time he’d seen the garage, it had been a makeshift gym. Now, it had a sofa bed, that was a mess of blankets and sheets. There was also an old armchair, and a stack of books next to a silent TV set.

Danny had changed too, Mark had never seen him look so haggard. His hair was a ruffled mess, and his chin sported a couple of week’s growth, the beard uneven and patchy. The smart, sharp clothes Danny always wore were replaced with a rumpled navy tracksuit.

Mark’s stewing anger towards the young man faded, to be replaced by pity. It looked like Danny was punishing himself, more than any official justice could do.

The history teacher stared at Mark, his surprise overcoming his self-loathing for a few brief minutes. “What are you doing here? I mean... I wasn’t expecting you.”

Danny made a futile attempt to straighten his appearance, looking thoroughly embarrassed.

“I came to see how you’re doing...” Mark said quietly.

“Why?” Danny frowned. “Oh, right, the friend thing.”

Mark took a deep breath, he’d forgotten how annoying Danny was, even without the demons and betrayals. “I need to know what happened. I thought demons couldn’t lie, but Silvaticus broke his promise, about keeping Damian safe.”

“Ah, that’s more like it. I thought the friendship thing was a ruse.” A familiar, patronising look crossed Danny’s face. “Demons can’t lie. You have to consider what Silvaticus said, very carefully.”

Mark racked his brain, going back to when they had gone on their mission to the demon prison, to stop the hell beasts from chasing Robert. Silvaticus had helped him... Mark’s blood ran cold, and goosebumps raised on his arms. He was a dolt; a trusting, foolish dolt.

Silvaticus had done exactly as Mark asked – he'd called off the hell beasts – he'd said nothing about stopping the demons from hunting Robert with other methods...

Silvaticus had also been very careful to say that he would not harm Damian. Mark chewed his lip; how could he have overseen the hole in that promise – he’d been an idiot to assume that meant Damian was safe from all demons.

“Yes, well... as long as you learn from your mistakes.” Danny said in a snooty teacher tone, but his expression darkened. “Silvaticus fooled me, too. So really, you had no chance against him.”

Mark tried not to rise to Danny’s unintended ribbing, but his earlier sense of pity was starting to fade. Mark knew that no one deserved this; but he couldn’t help thinking that it wouldn’t hurt for this arrogant git to be taken down a peg or two. “These demons have been around for millennia; they’ve got plenty of practise manipulating humans.”

Mark wondered whether Robert’s newest move was just that – a practised play in a game too big for Mark to comprehend. But Mark sensed that even the demon was surprised that he’d shared his real name with the witch, essentially putting himself at Mark’s mercy. Yet... that could just be part of the underhanded play. Mark was going to take Harry’s advice – he was never going to trust a demon again.

“Silvaticus made me feel like I wasn’t alone; for the first time in my life, someone understood me.” Danny said quietly, picking at his frayed tracksuit sleeve. “Silvaticus showed me that we had so much in common, he really opened my eyes to who and what I am.”

Mark sat silently, not quite following what the other witch was saying. Luckily, Danny didn’t seem to need him to take part in the conversation.

“I... I’ve never understood relationships. I’ve never felt a drive to connect with people on that level before. I figured that I just hadn’t met the right girl, yet, and maybe things would change once I did. But... I’m just getting left further behind.”

“You’re ace?” Mark blurted out.

“Thanks, you’re swell too.” Danny frowned, the terminology going over his over-inflated head.

“No, ace as in ‘asexual’.”

“That’s what Silvaticus calls it.” Danny nodded slowly. “Do you... d’you think that’s why I... am the way I am?”

“No, I’ve met loads’a nice ace people. You bein’ a git is all you.” Mark snorted, unable to help it. “Trust me, your sexuality doesn’t define your character.”

“It seems that I have a lot to learn.” Danny scratched at his scraggly beard. “Thank you for coming. Even if I don’t show it, I appreciate you being here.”

Mark shrugged. “That’s what friends do.”
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By the time Mark got home, he was jittery with fatigue. His very bones were aching; but he knew that if he tried to sleep, it would just be another restless night.

As he cycled up the drive, Mark smelt a familiar, sweet smell. He sighed and headed into the back garden, where Michelle was sitting in the sun, casually smoking as she scrolled through her phone.

Michelle offered Mark the joint, and he plucked it from her fingers. He’d previously been wary and a little disgusted at her use of weed; but Mark had to admit that Michelle was right – it took the edge off his cravings for dark magic.

He dropped onto the bench next to her and took a drag. Mark coughed as the fumes hit the back of his throat – he was still such a rookie.

“Have you seen, the photographer has posted prom pics.” Michelle said, angling her phone towards Mark.

Mark caught a glimpse of Michelle in her black dress, her very dazed date at her side, looking at her with dopey eyes.

“Yeah, Sarah showed me.” Mark replied. “How’s things going with Peter?”

“I think he saw prom as this monumental shift in our relationship, and he’s ready to be soulmates...” Michelle shrugged. “Whereas I saw it as just a bit of fun. He’s good in all departments, but he doesn’t compare to...”

“Robert.” Mark finished, when Michelle trailed off.

“You think I’m pathetic.” Michelle muttered.

Mark glanced at the ex-bully. “Does it matter what I think?”

“No, it bloody don’t.” Michelle snapped back to her usual level of bitterness.

Mark didn’t think he’d ever get used to the fact that his cousin used to date the demon that possessed his boyfriend. Date was probably too innocuous a word, but Mark didn’t want to think about the nitty or gritty.

“What the ‘eck are you smokin’ that crap for?” Nanna’s voice thundered over the garden, laced with concern.

“Um...” Mark shoved the joint guiltily back to Michelle, as Nanna walked towards them, laden with shopping bags.

“I’m positively insulted.” Nanna shook her head. “Denise grows much better marijuana than this cheap shit. You should have picked some up today.”

Having said her piece, Nanna lugged her shopping inside, leaving her bewildered grandkids alone.

“I was not expecting that.” Michelle sniggered. “Do you ever get used to her?”

“No, never.” Mark said, he didn’t know if he even wanted to get used to Nanna’s eccentricities. She always kept them on their toes. “I’m just going for a private word with Nanna. You’re... staying here, right?”

Michelle made a non-committal sound and returned her attention to the photos on her phone.

Whilst she was temporarily distracted, Mark ducked inside, following the sound of rattling jars to Nanna’s kitchen.

“They didn’t have any spaghetti hoops, so I got you the plain stuff...”

“You haven’t told her yet.” Mark said quietly.

Nanna paused, hand resting on the cupboard. “I aint found the right time.”

“Rubbish.”

Nanna sighed. “How am I supposed to just drop this on her? After all she’s been through?”

“Are you kidding me? All Michelle has ever wanted is to find her real family. She’s gonna be thrilled...” Mark paused, thinking of the volatile girl. “Eventually...”

“Hmph.”

Mark sat down at the kitchen table and took a deep breath. “I don’t want to take the Grand High Witch powers at the Solstice tomorrow.”

“Are you still struggling from the withdrawal?” Nanna asked, her eyes dropping to Mark’s trembling hands.

Mark clenched his fists, embarrassed at the continued physical weakness. “That’s part of it, but... I don’t want to assume the role, until Michelle knows everything.”

“You want to hand it over to Michelle?” Nanna frowned. “She’s got the potential to be a powerful witch, but I don’t think she’s stable enough for this responsibility.”

“No... I mean, maybe.” Mark shook his head. “I want to be open and honest about this. Michelle has been lied to, and kept from her heritage her whole life. I don’t want to stitch her up again – wait until after I’ve inherited the title and then say ‘oh, by the way, you were an heir too’.”

“Fine, we’ll postpone the transfer until Lughnasadh. That still gives you a month to adapt to your new powers, before college starts.”

“Deal.” Mark said, getting up from his chair. “But don’t use that as an excuse to delay further – you're telling Michelle now, or I am.”

*****
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Mark had been roped into building the bonfire for the Summer Solstice party. It towered to an impressive height, to provide light and warmth for the witches and their families.

Nanna had already rang round the coven, and told them that their witchy skills would no longer be needed tonight. Mark didn’t know if it was just his imagination, but he thought some of the senior coven members were relieved that he wasn’t taking over from Nanna yet.

This evening was the first time Mark had seen most of the coven since Nanna’s little announcement, and it made him all the more aware of how young and untrained he was.

Mark was grateful to see Damian arrive with his Aunt Maggie, knowing they would be on his side. He felt a jolt of surprise when he saw Maggie’s girlfriend in tow. Only a couple of weeks ago, Maggie had learnt the hard way that her nephew was possessed by a demon. And that everyone already knew.

If she was here with her girlfriend, it meant Maggie and Miriam were trying to sort things out. Mark couldn’t help feeling a little guilty for the part he played in the subterfuge.

Damian’s eyes locked onto Mark, and he marched up the hill to him. His blue eyes sparkled mischievously, and without a word, he grabbed Mark’s hand and pulled him into the garage.

“Happy six-month anniversary.” Damian said, biting his lip.

“Happy anniversary.” Mark echoed. Suddenly realising Damian was right.

It was six months exactly since they shared their first kiss in this very shed. Mark wondered if –

Damian leant forward and kissed him, tender and loving.

Mark’s hands crept up to Damian’s neck, pulling him deeper.

“Mark!”

Mark groaned at the sound of his best mate’s voice. “Déjà vu.”

Damian chuckled, pressing his forehead against Mark’s.

“What?” Mark demanded.

“Nowt, just wanted to let y’know we’re here. Big night an’ all.” Harry shrugged.

Sarah looked embarrassed on behalf of them both. “Sorry Mark. Sorry Damian.”

“S’fine.” Mark replied, reluctantly disentangling himself from Damian. “Actually, the big night has been postponed ‘til August.”

“Why?”

“I just... haven’t recovered enough from using dark magic.” Mark said, figuring that was the only part he could share, whilst Michelle was still in the dark.

“Hmph.” Harry’s expression froze. It was no secret how he felt about Mark’s continued dubious choices.

“You alright?” Damian asked, his brow crinkling with concern.

“Yeah, believe it or not, Michelle has been helping me.” Mark said. “I think she kinda likes lording over me, that she’s an ex-addict.”

“Wow, she’s come such a long way, these last few months.” Sarah said, honestly happy for the school bully.

“Shall we go out to the party?” Mark asked, shooing his friends out of the garage, before they could ask any more questions about his secret cousin.

~~~~~
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A pick-up truck pulled into the crowded driveway, and two ridiculously-handsome men walked up, causing many a person to stop and stare.

The older guy was Nanna’s sort-of boyfriend; the new farrier that had caused such a stir in the horsey circles. Beside him, Mark vaguely recognised his nephew, the original ‘hot-farrier’, clearly returned from his stint in the US.

Mark wondered if that meant Derek would leave, as he’d only been covering his nephew’s clients temporarily.

One person who seemed less-than-thrilled about these guests was Nanna herself. Mark was surprised to see her freeze at the sight of her boyfriend. “What are you doing here? I didn’t invite you.”

“I know.” Derek replied, his eyes narrowing slightly. “I saw your son in town – he was shocked you hadn’t mentioned the biggest party of the summer and invited us.”

“He had no business... I’m uninviting you...” Nanna replied, more flustered than Mark had ever seen her.

Derek looked dazed and hurt by her response. “Do you want me to leave?”

“Yes... No... It’s a free country, you can do what you want.” Nanna snapped, throwing her arms in the air and storming away from her lover.

“What was all that about?” Damian asked warily.

“Haven’t the foggiest...” Mark replied.

Derek’s nephew gave him a very hearty pat on the shoulder. The
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