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			For my father, who inspired me to write and 

			encouraged me to continue.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Endrina Blazhevich was born in Zadar, Croatia, in 1790. Daughter of a fisherman and nursemaid, her family was poor, but there was always enough food on the table, and Endrina liked to eat. Her only sibling was born five years later, and she deeply resented her. The blooming Petra received all the adulation that Endrina had previously earned and coveted. Her hatred went beyond the usual loathing and entered the stage of malice when her sister suffered a tragic accident. Endrina was questioned extensively, but there was no proof of her involvement. She denied ever seeing Petra the afternoon she fell from the cliff and tumbled to her death.

			Endrina knew from an early age she was destructive. This kind of temperament is difficult to hide from one’s self, especially when you spend most days contemplating the death of others. Her parents grew afraid of her, and this suited her fine. She practiced smiling at them with a nefarious grin, and they stayed out of her way, never asking her to do anything around the house or garden. She took her meals in her room, double portions of everything, and as her influence grew, she realized she could ask for additional things and receive them. Her parents offered an allowance and new dresses without hesitation. They had to work extra hours to accommodate her wishes, and her wishes increased as she got older.

			By the age of seventeen, Endrina developed an interest in witchcraft. She wanted to control people and not just her parents. She had no interest in men or having children. The mere thought of reproducing, and the carnal act that preceded it, was revolting to her. She wanted no part of it and for more than one reason. In society, men were dominant in work and relationships. Marriage comprised a controlling man and a doting wife, and no one would ever control her. 

			On a gloomy Saturday afternoon, Endrina visited a local bookshop that sold a variety of publications on the occult. She had perused volumes of text on obscure magic and the supernatural when she came across a book that caught her attention. It was leather-bound, and she quickly opened it and began to read. 

			The shop owner was an old woman with a hump on her back. She stooped forward as she studied the child curiously.

			“Have you found something to your liking?”

			“I’m just looking. Thank you,” Endrina swiftly responded.

			“Let me guess...you are interested in magic?” 

			“Yes. I am.”

			The shop owner looked at the book. 

			“But this is the wrong place to begin. Let me get you something more befitting a young practitioner like yourself. I have just the thing.”

			“No. I’m attracted to this book. How much does it cost?”

			“You are interested in the black arts?”

			“If that’s what you call it, then yes.”

			“You must have experience to do this. It takes a lifetime to master alchemy. You cannot begin—”

			“Let me worry about that.” 

			“But this is the wrong path for a young witch. You cannot control the outcome.”

			“How much does the book cost?”

			Endrina needed the book to further her plan. Nothing entertained her thoughts as much as living in a castle and ruling the land and people around her. She wanted wealth and power, and she knew just how to get it. Indeed, everyone in Croatia knew where to find the treasure, but no one could extract it. The famous pirate Olivier Levasseur had entombed his cache in the Dragon Cave almost fifty years ago. Before his death, he left a cryptogram on the wall inside the cavern leading to the largest bounty ever hidden. Unfortunately, the pirate set traps throughout the cave, and no one had ever come out alive. It contained hundreds of skeletons of men who had tried to find the gold and failed.

			Endrina saw an opportunity with the book. No one could retrieve the treasure because they would die in pursuit. But what if the person entering the cave was already dead? The text held the key to the puzzle.

			Over the coming weeks, Endrina read and practiced the spells in its pages, but progress was slow. The shopkeeper was correct. She needed to understand rudimentary witchcraft to excel at an advanced level. She told the proprietor she had lost interest in the black arts and wanted to learn the craft from the beginning. Her feigned ignorance worked. Her decision thrilled the shopkeeper, and she gave her the books without charge. The path was arduous. What she thought would take a matter of weeks took her years to master. There were no shortcuts. She had to be adept at each skill level to cast the spells she needed. 

			At thirty-three, she had practiced magic for sixteen years and finally had the power to wake the dead. She started with small animals, mice and rabbits, before moving on to larger creatures. She learned that the longer a corpse had been dead, the more useless it became. A carcass expired for even a day had no cognitive ability. The animal would stumble around, or sometimes it couldn’t stand at all. The only time it worked was when she resurrected a toad that had just died. A recent death provided a serviceable vessel she could use to her advantage, but this meant she needed to revive a fresh corpse. She would have to kill someone herself, and that was exactly what she planned to do.

			Presumably, it had to be a man, and he needed to be large enough to carry or drag a chest of gold weighing at least four hundred kilograms. She decided the murder would be random. She would ask someone on the street to help her with some furniture. People looking for work filled her city. Once back at her chalet, she would plunge an axe into his back and then use her power to resurrect him. The stage was set. She would choose a victim the following day to complete the task, and when it was over, she would abort the spell and leave him to rot in the cave. 

			The next evening Endrina sat in a horse-drawn carriage, carrying her far outside the city of Zadar. The night was blustery, and the brisk air penetrated the coach, leaving her shivering from the cold. She pulled her scarf more tightly around her neck to block the wind. 

			The man she had killed an hour before drove the carriage, flogging the two horses to a faster pace, with no recollection of who or what he had become. He had died quickly, but with such a look of surprise on his face. She smiled in remembrance of the way he’d fallen to the floor and reached out his hand. Her plans had gone perfectly, and the excitement of procuring the gold far outweighed the level of commitment. At last, after sixteen years, she would finally get what she deserved.

			~*~

			Several hours later, they arrived at Zmajeva Spilja, the Dragon Cave. The mountainous cavern rose six hundred meters into the sky. Its mouth loomed in front, and a natural rock formation of the serpent’s face perched above it. Spiked rocks jutted from its surface, creating the illusion of a spine and tail, and the wind piercing the entrance spawned an outcry of echoed groans.

			Endrina lit two torches and handed one to the walking cadaver. The dead man spoke in a dreary, monotone voice.

			“Reward.”

			“First, you must bring me the treasure.”

			He jerked forward, teetering as he walked to the entrance of the cave. 

			“Reward,” the corpse repeated as he stepped through the archway and vanished from sight. Endrina was confident the dead man could retrieve the gold, but there were risks involved. She knew no matter how many knives stabbed him or concealed objects struck his head, he would undoubtedly rise and continue onward. But what if he fell into a hole and couldn’t free himself? She would have to kill another and try again. This didn’t trouble her, but it would be inconvenient.

			Fortunately, it took the corpse only two days to find the gold, after which Endrina rode into town and laid claim to the treasure. She returned with ten carriages and several constables to keep the peace and protect her wealth from thieves. No one ever found the dead man she commanded back into the cave after delivering the bounty. It was there that he collected his eternal reward. 

			Endrina later purchased a castle outside of Zadar. It overlooked the city just the way she had imagined, and the picturesque background delivered a view as far as the eye could see. She was the wealthiest person in Croatia, maybe in all of Europe. Even after paying the mandatory taxes, her estimated worth was beyond compare. She decorated the magnificent home sparing no expense, and sixty servants attended to every detail. She threw grand parties for royalty and the wealthy elite and traveled extensively throughout the continent. She lived a lavish lifestyle yet never gave to charity. She never offered her servants a bonus or a raise in wage, and one by one, they disappeared or had unfortunate accidents. More servants were hired, and over the years, they also mysteriously died or secretly departed in the night without a word of notice. This went on until no one dared to work in the castle. On one occasion, Endrina surprised a deliveryman just as he was setting produce down on the steps. He dropped the bags on the ground and ran for his life.

			In the end, Endrina was alone. No one visited her. The parties she once hosted were only a memory. She had created such fear for the townspeople of Zadar that no one would come within a kilometer of the castle. For the next forty years, she said not a single word because there was no one there to listen. She lived to be ninety-six years old, and while many stories circulated about her death, the truth remained a secret. A tax collector found her corpse in the castle nearly five years after she expired. There was no funeral. A grave digger threw her body into a pauper’s pit and covered it with lime.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			September 18, 1997

			Dear Diary, 

			I first met Anna Johansson when we were children through our families’ close personal ties. We grew up together in the small town of Bridgeport, Delaware, practicing the spells passed down through the generations. Anna’s Wiccan heritage stretches back to her great-grandmother, which gives her the longest bloodline amongst us. She is the most talented Wiccan known to me and the quiet thinker of our coven, always learning and perfecting new spells. 

			We started practicing magick—the oldest spelling of the word—when Anna was nine years old, and I was only eight. It was quite a sudden change for the two of us to adapt. It is rare to see Wiccans beginning the craft before adolescence, but we were taught “the earlier one begins, the stronger the will becomes.” 

			We had to keep it a secret from our parents, who would never have approved of our activities. Anna’s great-grandmother was adamant that no one could find out. 

			The first chant we performed was from the Wiccan Rede. “Mysterious water and fire, the earth and the wide-ranging air. By hidden quintessence, we know them and will and keep silent and dare.”

			And so, we practiced and learned together the secrets of the past, the powers of nature and forces divine. We had each other to combine our strengths, and we became even closer because of it.

			We knew from an early age we needed two more to complete the circle. It is essential to have four Wiccans representing the corners—North, South, East, and West—and the elements—Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. 

			Kori Weber was the first to join us. She was a Strega Wiccan who specialized in crafting love and relationship spells. She learned the craft from her aunt, who passed away when she was eleven. She was the sweetest girl and the funny one in our group. We instantly connected with her and the powerful energy she brought to the coven.

			Jasmine Alleyne became our fourth corner. She was a Teutonic Wiccan who specialized in performing crystal and elemental spells. She moved to Bridgeport in 1996 to complete our coven of four. She was the thoughtful one of our group and put everyone’s needs before her own. Her talents were unique, and she brought precisely what we needed to multiply our strengths. 

			To dispel the myths, not one of us can levitate or move objects with our mind, but we do possess the ability to cast spells. We believe everything in the world is sacred, from an eagle in the sky to a butterfly perched on a leaf. It is a peaceful path stressing that you should not only show respect for others but also for yourself and the Earthly Mother.

			Wicca is a religion of nature and means “Craft of the wise ones.” Although true magick has no color, it means we practice natural or white magick. There are no negative consequences, as we abide by the sacred law. “And do what you will be the challenge, so be it in love that harms none.” 

			My name is Brenna Morgan. I am a Celtic Wiccan, and I am the leader of our coven, but I like to think we all lead in various ways. Since we have come together, none of us could be without the other. We spend much of our time as a group. Our love has bonded us in a very special way. 

			Over time and with considerable practice, our spells have become quite effective. However, our most powerful spell, the love spell, is the one we covet most, and we have dedicated our lives to sharing its power with others.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Golden sun reflected off the small pond as the pair raced through the field. A boy and his dog; there could be no stronger connection. Pure love and loyalty bonded by youthful innocence. 

			Jake Morgan ran through the tall grass on a mild September morning, which was also a Saturday, his favorite. He was high with exhilaration from the moment he awoke, because yesterday he received his first kiss! And not just from any girl, but from Vicky Brewer, the best-looking girl in middle school. Wow, and her lips had tasted like spearmint! 

			Jumping through the grass behind him, Dollar closely followed on his short stumpy legs. His name was Dollar because his parents purchased him for a single dollar bill at only eight weeks old. They knew the breeder, and while the dog started out as a gift, his mother would not allow it. She insisted on paying something for the pet. So the breeder said, “Give me a dollar for him,” and the name just stuck. 

			Jake received the toy poodle when he was seven years old. Now, he was thirteen and in middle school, but he always felt like a little kid again when he was with his best friend. He often called him “Buddy” when they talked. Well, Jake did all the talking, while Dollar would just listen with his head cocked to the left. 

			The Morgans’ old but well-maintained house sat on an irregular eight-acre plot. The natural grass surrounding the property ended in the backyard by a spread of trees, which jutted out nearly as wide as the house. Cleverly concealed inside the trees was an old one-room shack Jake called the cabin, though his sister and her friends were the only ones who used it.

			At the western end of their property stood the “thick,” as it became locally known. It was so overgrown with timber and briars that little light ever touched the ground. And it was so dark you could walk into a tree without seeing it. 

			Jake stopped at the edge of the woods as he always did, contemplating the next hundred acres of darkness. It always gave him the creeps to forge a trail down to Possum’s Creek. But to get there, he had to carve a path with an old machete he found in the garage. New growth would consume the path within a week. Even Dollar didn’t like the thicket. He would growl intermittently as he hopped over roots and branches. 

			An eerie quiet resided over this place. There were never any birds singing or squirrels scrambling about, only a perfect silence that loomed in the dark. Nothing could bring him there at night, but even as the sun bore down on his neck, he was nervous. Standing at the perimeter of the forest, he took two deep breaths and pictured the opening in the thicket where the ground sloped downward, the trees opened up, and the waters of Possum’s Creek came into view. 

			Jake took the first step into the woods and swung the blade through the closest group of vines he could see. Within seconds the sun had disappeared, and he knew Dollar was behind him only because of his consistent panting. He continued to swing, sometimes blindly, at the limbs until finally, he could see a small tunnel of light. Maybe an hour had passed, or perhaps it was only thirty minutes. There was no way to gauge time when you were in the thick. 

			Breaking into the open, he followed the curvature of the creek until he came to the big ol’ tree. He leaned back against the oak and stared at the river he called his own. It wasn’t a beautiful location, but to Jake, it was paradise. It was his secret place, separate from the world. No one else knew about it, and that’s how he wanted to keep it.

			Jake stood and slowly walked over to the brackish creek, picked up a flat stone, and skipped it across the water’s surface. He could see hundreds of minnows scurrying about in patterns, forever looking for food. Colliding fish would spring out of the water and change direction instantly to avoid further contact. To think that a whole universe lived just a few inches below his feet. 

			A gentle peacefulness came over him, like being wrapped in a thick comforter while a cold winter storm raged outside. He felt protected from everything the world could throw at him, and he walked onto a nearby sandbar and skipped shells across the shallow river. Hours passed before he felt a rumbling in his stomach. It was lunchtime. 

			“Come on, Buddy, time to get back and have a snack. You want a snack?”

			Dollar barked excitedly. 

			But when Jake got back to the trail he’d blazed through the thicket. It wasn’t there. 

			“What the heck?” he said out loud. 

			He thought maybe he passed it, so he retraced his steps, but the path had vanished. He continued onward, looking for the trail, when minutes later, he suddenly stopped. He’d never seen this before, never knew it was there. The thicket ended abruptly at an indentation in the shoreline, and a mudflat approximately sixty feet long stretched across. Small trunks and their limbs filled the expanse. 

			But what interested Jake was how clear the other property was of trees compared to his side. Once he got over the mudflat, it would be easy to walk through the woods. He would be back to his field in no time. 

			Jake tested the firmness of the ground. It seemed to hold. It would be easy for Dollar to skate over—he only weighed eight pounds—but as Jake advanced a few yards further, the sludge seeped over his tennis shoes. 

			Well, I guess this won’t work, he thought—time to rethink the problem.

			He would have to cross on the sunken tree trunks. There were two that would carry him most of the way. He jumped onto the trunk closest to him.

			“Nothing to it, Buddy. Safe at first base.”

			The next stump was further away, at least six feet. He took a step forward and sprung across. He landed fine but lost his balance and quickly fell in the mud. 

			No big deal, he thought. Mom would be mad at him for dirtying up his clothes, but some things can’t be helped. 

			In that instant, Jake noticed he was sinking steadily. He grabbed hold of a nearby log with both arms to yank himself out. The thing was, he couldn’t. The mud seemed almost alive like there was an undercurrent pulling at his feet. 

			The first hint of fear touched Jake’s heart. Was this quicksand? In a beginning panic, he mustered all his strength and tugged on the log as hard as he could. But his hands only slipped on shards of old timber.

			Dollar sounded off an anxious bark and stepped closer to the edge where there was a clear distinction between land and swamp. It was like solid ground suddenly turning into soup. 

			“It’s okay, Buddy. Just give me a minute.” 

			He tried again to pull himself out, violently jerking his body back and forth, but the muck wouldn’t let him go. 

			“Come on, damn it all!” 

			Jake looked around and saw nothing that could help his situation. Screaming wouldn’t help—nobody lived within miles. If he could just get his leg onto the embankment, maybe he could drag himself closer to the edge. But he couldn’t move his legs at all.

			The marsh was up to his neck when he finally cried out, “Help! I’m stuck!” 

			His hands slipped from the log, and a deep level of anxiety took hold, a reality he couldn’t face. His body continued to slide, and he tilted his head back as the mire climbed to his chin. 

			Dollar’s bark was constant now. He scrambled back and forth along the boundary of protection. 

			“Help! I can’t—” 

			And that’s when Dollar jumped into the bog. 

			“No!” Jake screamed as the sludge entered his mouth. 

			Frantically, Dollar churned the muddy water with his paws, paddling with all his might. 

			“No, go back!” Jake knew he was going under, and nothing could stop it. The tears came all at once, but Dollar only nestled his head next to his best friend. If one of them should die, they would die together.

			“I love you, Buddy.”

			That was the last breath Jake took before his head disappeared beneath the mud.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			At two o’clock, Clara Morgan suddenly realized Jake hadn’t come home for lunch, something he would never miss since he ate like a horse to support his growing body. She opened the back door and shouted, “Jake! It’s way past lunchtime!” She waited for his usual response, “Coming!” But there was nothing but silence. She called his name twice more, but each time there was no reply. 

			She called her husband at his agency. He picked up just as he was leaving. 

			“Sam, is Jake with you?” 

			“No, why?” 

			“It’s just after two, and he hasn’t come home for lunch.”

			“He hasn’t come home for lunch!? Wow, that’s a first,” he said jokingly. 

			“Ha, ha. I want you to come home and look for him.”

			“It wouldn’t hurt the boy to miss a meal or two.” He stifled a laugh as the phone went dead. 

			But it was no laughing matter now. Sam had searched the property and scrambled through the briars and overgrowth of the thicket, assuming Jake had fallen asleep at his favorite spot. He saw recent footprints of his son’s sneakers and Dollar’s paw prints near the creek’s edge, but there was no sign of either one. 

			By three-forty-five in the afternoon, Sam had gone from concerned to worried. This was not like Jake at all. He knew better than to panic his family. He couldn’t be far. His bike was still in the garage. Maybe he had found an old boat in the creek and paddled his way around until he got lost in the marsh. Or what if the boat leaked and sank? Jake could swim, and so could Dollar, but what if...? There were so many ifs. 

			When he got back to the house, Sam picked up the phone and called the local police. 

			“Bridgeport Police Department,” said an older woman on duty. 

			“Hello, I’m Sam Morgan. Let me speak to Chief Gibbons, please.”

			“I’m sorry, but the chief isn’t here,” she said, running interference. 

			“Well, can you patch me through to him? My son is missing.” 

			“Gee, I’m sorry about your son, but the chief only works half days on Saturday. Have you called your son’s friends, maybe?”

			Sam felt a beginning irritation. 

			“This is what I want you to do. Have him call me in the next thirty minutes. If he doesn’t call me in the next thirty minutes, I’m driving to his house. I know where he lives, and I’m throwing a big rock through his double-paned window. Are we clear now?”

			Chief Gibbons called within five minutes, and fifteen minutes later, a squad car with two deputies arrived at the Morgan home to begin a search.

			By six, when his deputies couldn’t locate the boy, Chief Gibbons drove to the Morgan house. He talked to his deputies, and they sent out an APB for the surrounding area to be on the lookout for Jake Morgan. He gave a description of the child from a recent picture his mom had taken. 

			By two in the morning, six Bridgeport police units and two Delaware State Police cruisers occupied the Morgan’s front lawn, their lights pulsating through the night. Among them were two fire engines and an ambulance. Neighbors close by the Morgans stood in solemn clumps, whispering amongst themselves and wondering what had happened to Jake and his dog. It was weird, uncanny for them to just disappear. Were they abducted? Or had they drowned in Possum’s Creek? If they couldn’t find them by daylight, the police would dredge the creek for their bodies. 

			Inside the house, Sam and Clara feared the worst, their heads bowed in despair and weariness. Brenna sat apart from her coven on the porch, her heart filled with dread, while her sisters quietly cast spells of safety for Jake and Dollar. 

			For two-and-a-half days the police dredged the creek and could not find a sign of the boy or his dog. They found a few rusted bikes, old tires, and fishing poles, but nothing relevant surfaced.

			The police questioned all his friends, including Vicky Brewer, thinking maybe his disappearance could involve someone else. But all roads of information led to dead ends. They hadn’t received a single lead after posting their APB. The news media picked up the story, and for a month, Jake and Dollar’s picture showed on local television and newspapers. Posters of the boy and his dog plastered the town and surrounding areas.

			What could have happened to him? Brenna and her parents were beyond distraught. Their sleep came in rough spurts throughout the night as they waited to receive the devastating phone call that the remains of their boy occupied a roadside ditch.

			 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Jake Morgan swam through the murky water, his lungs on fire until he broke through to the surface. He coughed up water from his chest as he held onto a rock ledge. Darkness surrounded him to such a degree that his eyes couldn’t adjust. There was a total absence of light. 

			“Dollar!” he screamed at the top of his lungs.

			That’s when he felt something behind him, sniffing at him. He had no idea what it was—a serpent came to mind. Jake panicked but couldn’t move. It pulled at his shirt like it wanted to taste his skin. Oh God, please, no!

			Then it sneezed. 

			Sneezed? Jake slowly turned around as Dollar sneezed in his face.

			“Dollar! Oh, Dollar!” He embraced his dog-paddling friend and kissed him on the mouth. “Dollar, how did we get here? I remember going under the mud, and I couldn’t breathe.” 

			Dollar barked in his face. 

			“Anyway, let’s say we get out of this water. Would you like that, Buddy?” 

			Jake didn’t know where they were, but he was certain of one thing—he was freezing, and he wanted to get dry.

			After hoisting himself out of the pool of water, he turned back for his dog.

			“Now Dollar, I have to lift you out, so no biting, okay?”

			Dollar barked as he pawed at the water to stay afloat.

			Jake got on his knees and felt for his dog’s belly. The growl started, which was a warning of the forthcoming bite, so he grabbed him up quickly and pulled him to safety. 

			Both master and dog were dripping wet, and Jake felt even colder than before. Neither moved as their eyes grew accustomed to the surrounding blackness. When Jake realized his vision wouldn’t improve, he whistled to Dollar, who followed closely behind him.

			Their progress was slow. With his arms stretched out, Jake felt his way through endless passages until finally turning a corner, where a dim gray light appeared before them. Through the haze, he could see they were in a large cavern with a roof over fifty feet high. The ceiling and walls were dripping water profusely, and Jake could smell fungus in the air suffused with decay. 

			“Let’s keep moving towards that light.”

			He didn’t need to tell Dollar twice, who scampered ahead towards the glow. When Jake caught up to him, Dollar was standing at the entrance of the cavern, trembling at the view.

			It was beyond belief. Everything was the color gray. A desolate wasteland stretched out in front of him with mountains on either side. Ashen skies that looked to be made of a gelatinous mass swelled and extended as if they were alive. Sharp, thin layers of clouds weaved into and around each other like an abstract painting, every sheet stretching against the other in the opposite direction. It looked like serum flowing through arteriole roads, which somehow narrowly missed one another. But even in all this, the moving layers appeared to billow and fall in endless repetition. 

			“What is this place?”

			Jake scanned the area. A desert of gray sand stretched for a half-mile, ending at a thick forest of dead trees. At least they looked dead—or maybe it was just the long, stringy moss hanging from the limbs. 

			Above them, Jake saw angry red lightning bolts as they shot through the moving cloud mass. Piercing the sky, they sometimes struck so close that the ground shook under his feet. He could feel it vibrating through his rubber soles just beneath the skin.

			Dollar’s loud bark interrupted his scan of the terrain. Jake peered down from the mountain ledge and saw the impossible. There were crabs everywhere, but huge by comparison, like they had been pumped full of steroids in some crazy science experiment. They appeared to be like the ones from Possum’s Creek, two clawed and brownish-red, but they also resembled and walked like spiders, with multiple appendages and eyes, which were too numerous to count. There were thousands, maybe millions spread out at the base of the mountain. 

			Jake wondered what they had to eat from the desert sand when he suddenly realized they were eating each other. There were endless accumulations of crabs in bits and pieces, and some of them had no claws at all. These the other crabs devoured, tearing out their marble-sized eyeballs and stuffing them into their enormous mouths. 

			The sight of it sickened him as if the vibrations of this bizarre world made him sick—or maybe he was just in shock from being tossed into this nightmare. 

			Luckily the crab things hadn’t seen him yet, and Jake wanted to keep it that way. Viewing the landscape in every direction, he noticed a path leading around the perimeter of the mountain. There was nothing in front of him he wanted to traverse, so he followed the trail with Dollar closely on his heels. 

			As they rounded a corner of the ridge, he saw that the desert continued into infinity, and his frustration mounted. Which way should they go? They needed food and water, and the desert wasn’t going to provide it. There was only one place that looked feasible. He looked across the barren sand toward the trees on the other side. They would at least have shelter there, and trees couldn’t grow without water. 

			The path continued to the valley below, and Jake found a place where he and Dollar could get down to the basin floor. Minutes later, they were crossing the desert and making good time. There were no crabs in this portion of the desert, and Jake felt a sense of relief, but then he caught sight of something out of the corner of his eye. He turned to get a closer look and saw a large shadowy figure heading in their direction, about a mile away. He shut his eyes and refocused them for clarity, but it was still there, and it seemed to be flanking them, changing its course as they moved. 

			Jake continued to walk towards the forest as he kept an eye on the mysterious object. It appeared to be getting closer, and he quickened his pace after seeing that the thing was getting bigger. 

			“Let’s move a little faster, Buddy.” He was halfway running as Dollar trotted along beside him. It wasn’t his imagination. Something was coming toward them, and that’s when Jake abandoned all caution and ran as fast as he could. 

			He knew he couldn’t maintain this pace all the way to the trees, and even if they made it, where would they hide? Like an unreachable desert mirage, the woods looked no closer than before. 

			A glance behind him poured even more adrenaline into his legs. The tall figure had long arms that dangled straight down from its body, and it wore a black slicker that only stressed its colossal height. Closing on Jake, it extended its branch-like fingers, which more resembled talons. And its face…oh God, its face was pasty white with large bulging black eyes. 

			Jake tripped and fell to the sand, cutting himself on buried rocks or shells. Not caring about the blood on his hands, he scrambled to his feet and broke into an all-out sprint. Now just yards away, the monster sneered at him through its pointed brown teeth, and it unfolded its talon-like claws, opening and closing them as it reached.

			Jake’s legs flailed away before he realized his feet were off the sand. The monster flipped him upside down, and he screamed as he watched Dollar running after him. Before long, Jake’s head connected with a rock, and a flurry of pain blurred his vision. Dollar had fallen back in the distance, and all Jake could hear was the wheezing-hiss of the giant that carried him. Swimming through a sudden fog, the dark cloud engulfed his senses, and he passed out as his lifeless body was dragged along the desert floor. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			One Year Later...

			In the dark. It always started this way. Slowly, soft light filtered in as the darkness dissipated. Brenna was floating now, hovering above her own body. She stared at her lifeless form. She looked asleep, but all of her “out of body” experiences were wakeful, and she’d experienced hundreds of them in her life. 

			Gliding to her closed bedroom door, she grasped the doorknob and opened it. It was a trick she had worked on, moving physical objects while she was outside of her body. Little by little, Brenna had recognized that she could touch and maneuver things even while in this state. 

			Down the hallway, she descended the stairs to the living room. She found her parents sitting on the couch quietly talking about her brother’s disappearance. She lingered above them, listening.

			“I still miss him.”

			A nod. “So do I.”

			“It’s the not knowing what happened to him that’s so frustrating.”

			Another nod.

			“It’s been almost a year.”

			It touched Brenna’s heart to see them like this. She could see the sag of their spirits. She felt the same frustration of not knowing, but she felt nothing when she was flying. Maybe that’s why she floated more often, to avoid the pain of her brother’s disappearance. 

			She passed through the open window and raised her head. This caused her to ascend as high as she wanted to go, to the top of her house and even higher. Then she could lower her head and descend, gaining speed, spinning her body around and around. 

			It was so pleasant feeling free, free as a bird. Her body was so light, she could do practically anything. She rose higher as she frolicked in the night. It was beautiful in this realm. The stars were brighter, the colors more vibrant. It was as if this world was more alive than the physical one. 

			She saw Mister Sawyer sitting on the roof of a house he once owned. His body had died years ago, but he hung around, lost between two worlds. She glided over and sat next to him.

			Hi, she said mentally. My name is Brenna Morgan. I live over there, and she pointed to her house. 

			There was no response.

			Anyway, she continued, I don’t wish to intrude in your life, but you do realize that your body died some time ago? I see you often hanging around here looking so sad as if you’re confused about something. Can I help you? 

			Again, no response.

			Brenna put her arm around Mister Sawyer’s left shoulder and squeezed it gently. After a moment, she glided away. Behind her, Mister Sawyer touched his shoulder where he had felt... he didn’t know what, but something that brought tears to his eyes.

			Brenna flew over to the billboard on Grand Avenue. She enjoyed looking down over the passing cars. It made her feel powerful even though she knew it wasn’t true. A clever Wiccan maybe, but not powerful. She had so far to go.

			She was the only one of her coven who had these out-of-body experiences. She tried to teach it to them but didn’t know how. It was automatic with her. Either you had the ability, or you didn’t. 

			As Brenna glided down the gravel road to her home, she soared high one last time, turning three hundred and sixty degrees. The amazing view extended for miles, and she hovered for a moment before slowly descending to the ground. 

			Walking the short distance to her house, she saw a dark figure coming towards her, far down the street. It appeared to be a tall man dressed in a black robe, though the garment was ripped and torn. And it was floating, not walking. The figure stopped and stared at her. 

			At first, Brenna was curious. “Can you see me?” she asked emphatically, so the being could hear her.

			It didn’t respond or move, but she knew it was watching her. Suddenly, it drifted upward and hovered ten feet above the ground. 

			And then it moved towards her; its body slanted forward as if it were a bird of prey. Never before had anyone contacted her in this state, and Brenna could sense that something was wrong. For one, he looked scary—very scary.

			Quicker now, the phantom-like presence moved closer. Brenna could see it had no face, arms or legs. She took several steps backward as it approached her at an alarming rate. She wanted to run, but she couldn’t make her legs move. All at once, the apparition rushed at her face, and with tremendous fury, it shouted, “Where is your body?!” Brenna screamed and bolted straight up in bed. Gasping for breath, she clutched her stomach and felt the deep terror the phantom had implanted in her.

			At last, she looked around her darkened room and saw the open door to her closet. Was it open when she came out of her body earlier? She couldn’t remember, but she almost always kept it closed based on a disturbing childhood fear. 

			She tried to ignore her apprehension. After all, it was silly of her to fear an open closet door. She decided not to give it any more attention. She was going to sleep.

			But twenty minutes later, she couldn’t sleep. Her mind continued to spin with the phantom, and now it might be in her closet, waiting for her to fall asleep before it emerged and devoured her body. She remembered those awful words: Where is your body?! What did it mean? What kind of being was it? 

			Finally, Brenna knew she had to do something. She got out of bed with a blanket wrapped around her and approached the closet. Inside there was a pull chain for the light. She paused, scared out of her wits. If she reached for the pull chain, her imagination exploded, the phantom might seize her wrist. 

			Wait a minute, she thought. It had no arms or hands, so how could it grab her? Boldly she reached in and pulled the chain. The light came on, and after a glance, Brenna sighed with relief. There was nothing there other than her clothes. Still, she squatted down to see if anything was hiding behind her dresses and coats. 

			Satisfied, she turned out the closet light and closed the door. Heading for bed, she reversed herself and slid the chest of drawers in front of the closet. The final precaution was to make doubly sure she was safe to go to sleep. 

			Which, finally, she did. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Brenna opened her eyes the next morning to the glare of the sun coming through her window. After sleeping only an hour, she felt weak and shaky. Slipping out of bed to begin her day, the events of the previous night swam through her head. She couldn’t believe what had happened. That thing had come at her, and it was real. She wondered if she would ever fly again. There was no way she wanted to come face-to-face with that apparition a second time. 

			After a quick shower, she had fruit for breakfast and left for school. A brisk ride on her bike helped to clear her thoughts, and within minutes, she arrived at Kingsbridge High School, an old building of some 250 students. She took the steps two at a time and walked through the front entrance. Brimming with relief, she saw her sisters standing by their lockers and quickly walked over to them. 

			“I have so much to tell you. Something terrible happened last night.” 

			Her sisters listened with eagerness as Brenna related the events of the previous evening.

			“It attacked you?” asked Anna.

			“Not physically, but I’ve never been so terrified in my life!” 

			It surprised them when Brenna suddenly spilled over in tears. Her sisters drew closer to her to comfort her, but they were also frightened. Brenna was the leader, the strong one in their coven. Seeing her in such a vulnerable state made them feel equally vulnerable. 

			“It’s okay now,” Jasmine said as she hugged her. “We’re all here for you.”

			Anna nodded. “We’ll stay with you tonight if you need us.”

			“Yes. That would be great,” Brenna said, recovering. “Thank you.”

			“Besides, we have a spell tonight at the cabin, so we can crash there afterward.” 

			Brenna had completely forgotten about the spell for Amy Jacobs. “We need to prep her beforehand.”

			“She’s meeting us at the park after school. She knows what to bring.” 

			Just then, Frank Foster, AKA Fosterman, walked by. “Good morning, ladies. Such a lovely day for a seance.”

			Kori smiled and flipped him the finger. 

			“I’ll take that to go,” Fosterman replied and paraded down the hallway, stopping at Brian’s locker.

			“What a tool,” Kori remarked. “Why can’t we cast a spell on him? Nothing big. Just have all his hair fall out or something.”

			“I can still hear you,” Fosterman apprised them from down the hall. 

			Jasmine yelled back, “We’re not trying to hide it!”

			“He’s just looking for attention,” Brenna said. “Who knows, in ten years, he might even be a sweet guy.”

			“I think he’ll still be a jackass.”

			“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” Brenna agreed.

			The five-minute bell rang throughout the school, and the girls parted and walked to their classes. 

			Brenna stayed at her locker for a moment longer. On the top shelf was a photo of Jake playing with Dollar. She looked at it like she did nearly every school day. Sadly, she doubted that she would ever see him again. Jake was never mentioned except on his birthday or other holiday events when they allowed themselves to show their grief. 

			Teary eyed, she closed her locker and walked down the long corridor.

			“Hey,” Jeff came from behind her and kissed her on the cheek. “See you at lunch?”

			“I’ll be there,” Brenna replied and tried to smile.

			“Have you been crying again?”

			“I can’t help it,” she replied to her boyfriend. “It happens every day at least once.” 

			Farther down the hall, Kori and Anna passed by Fosterman, who was still talking to Brian. 

			“You’re such a perv,” Kori said, disgusted by the sight of him.

			Fosterman bowed from the waist. “I take your compliments graciously, my lady. If you’d ever like to go out, you know where to find me.”

			“In your dreams, Fosterman!”

			“I dream of it often, and sometimes twice in one night.” 

			~*~

			With the girls gone, Fosterman looked back at Brian. “Anyway, what was I about to say? Oh! I’ve got a major hook-up for us.”

			Brian sighed, “Here we go.”

			“No, seriously. It’s real this time.”

			“I know it’s real, you goof. Like the last time, we waited at the mall for two hours on some girls who never showed up.”

			“But that was different. This time I got a phone number! These girls are coming to Chet’s party next week.”

			“And you’ve really
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