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A chubby finger poked at his ribcage pulling him from a shifting landscape of troubled dreaming. In it, clouds of black and gray weaved through an enormous tree of glowing green. Ice kissed wind carried with it a female’s laughter, unseen within the twisting shadows. 

The warbling cry of his cell phone illuminated the dark bedroom as he fumbled around the nightstand trying to fetch the vibrating noise maker through groggy eyes. Finally, after pinning the phone between the lamp and alarm clock, he turned the lit screen towards him to check the number.   

Not good, he thought rising from the bed and swinging his legs over the side. Gordy was instantly at his back mumbling something against his bare skin. The man’s breath sent tendrils of warmth down his spine as his head rested close to his shoulder. His scruffy facial hair was doing its best to irritate and tickle as his jaw moved back and forth.

“Who is it?” Gordy grumbled. “It’s friggin’ 1 am.”

“It’s Bryce,” he told him pressing the answer button and moving it closer to his ear.

The call clicked over as silence filled the bedroom. He waited as he cleared his throat to speak as Gordy pressed against his back awaiting any gossip that was juicy enough to have roused him from his bear-like hibernation. The darkness of the room took on an ominous tone as he felt his stomach twitch ever so slightly. The sense of evil, the sense of unhappy tidings. 

“Hello...” He waited. “Bryce? Are you there?”

Static hummed across the distance as he held the phone from his ear and pressed the speaker button. Turning on the bed to face Gordy, the man met his confused look with a round of shrugs laced with curiosity. Neither spoke as they took in the crackling background noise awaiting a response. 

“Did he butt dial you?” 

“Maybe, or one of the triplets got ahold of his phone,” he replied before shrugging and holding the phone closer to his mouth. “Hello. Are you there?” 

The static vibrated and hummed with intensity as something in the distance made an electrical sounding squelch that made his face scrunch up at the dramatic noise. The quiet crept back in before the muffled sound of a baby’s irritated cry broke the silence and threw them both into confusion.

“Niles...” a man’s voice whispered from the phone before trailing off. “Is it you?” 

“Bryce? Yes, it’s me.”

“Niles, oh thank the heavens,” the voice rejoiced as if a burden had been lifted by making contact. “We’re in danger. Please help us,” it pleaded as the air in the room shifted into seriousness.

“What’s going on, what’s happened?” he questioned tensing up at the sound of the man’s panic-stricken voice. “What is it?”

“It’s...I think someone is after us, something,” Bryce muttered. “Sheridan is missing, been gone for days, we’re all alone here.”

“After you? What could be after you?” He slipped from the bed and moved to the chair for his clothes. “Where’s Sheridan?”

“Niles, we’re scared, so scared,” Bryce whispered through quick breaths as if he had run up a flight of stairs in the past few seconds since he last spoke. “Please, you have to help us. Lana, the babies, we’re...we’re afraid of what’s coming. We don’t know what to do.”

“Ok, ok, calm down,” he directed as he watched Gordy get out of bed and slip on some around the house shorts and a t-shirt. “Are you somewhere safe?” 

“We’re leaving to go someplace now, right now. We’re going into hiding, we can’t fight whatever this is, we can’t win, we won’t win against it.”

“Where are you going? Where will you be safe?” he asked as bits of a whispered conversation on the other end sent snippets of static-laced words into focus. None sounded pleasant and only heightened the level of worry.

“Islay,” Bryce finally responded as huffs of breath echoed out. “We’re going there, it’s our only hope. It’s guarded.”

“Get there as soon as possible, stay hidden until I get there,” he urged them. “We’re on our way, don’t be a hero.” 

“Please hurry, please,” Bryce spoke through rasping inhales. “Don’t let us die, don’t trust them, anyone. It’s something bigger than we...” The words crackled as something hummed loudly drowning out the rest. The call suddenly dropped sending the room into darkness and silence.

He stood there holding the phone close to his chin, his eyes darting about the room trying to piece together everything he had just heard. Gordy came to his side and cautiously stood there; the same look of confusion etched into his sleepy face. Neither knew what to say, neither understood the situation, but both felt the swelling of evil twisting and pulling itself back into their lives, this time, across an ocean.

“What was that all about?”  

“I’m not sure, but I know it wasn’t good,” he replied. “There’s definitely something weird going on over there.” He tugged on his chin as if all the world’s answers would suddenly manifest there.

“I’ll say,” Gordy said. “He sounded really scared and worried. Now, I’m the same way. It didn’t sound safe, not for anyone.”

“I know,” he told him. “I just wish I knew exactly what was going on. He isn’t the type to call for anything minor and if he, Lana, and the babies are high-tailing it from their home, it’s bad.”

Gordy yawned and shook his head in agreement. “Well, if I know you, it sounds like someone is about to travel to Scotland.”

“I’m going to have to, you heard his voice,” he said. “That’s not normal Bryce, it sounded more like he was running for his life, not to mention the fear for his family.”

“I expected nothing less,” Gordy piped up. “Which is why I’m going too,” he instantly held up a hand knowing Niles would try to talk him down, “two heads are better than one, especially going into the unknown and I’m certainly not sitting around here while you’re overseas getting into lord knows what without me.”

“I expected nothing less,” he mocked him with a quick smirk. “I have to go, they’re like family to me. I can’t wait around and hope it all goes away. I must help if I can. I have to get to the bottom of it.”

He was right, and he knew Gordy felt the same way. Bryce had always been a true friend through the past few years, and he had formed a bond with the Keeper during his time away exploring his roots overseas. The time spent without Gordy by his side had been an excruciating experience but through Bryce and Lana’s friendship, he had managed to stand against it all. The birth of their triplets was a huge boon to the world of Keepers and being able to see magical life flourish in their innocent eyes surrounded by love and support only cemented his decision to risk it all and travel there to help in any way possible.

He wasn’t sure what was going on, but if Sheridan was missing and the others were fleeing to a safe location it had to be bordering on highly dangerous. She was the leader of the UK group and could easily handle most business solo, but with her missing in action, the others were instantly exposed to any veil activity that came their way. Armed with only their defensive skills and ensuring the safety of their children at the same time left them more apt to become victims instead of champions.   

“I know, and I totally understand,” Gordy said rubbing his arm reaffirming his belief that they were attuned on some spiritual level. “We can leave in the morning.”

“I’ll go up to the attic and book our tickets using our fake accounts,” he told him slipping on a pair of gray sweatpants and a navy-blue t-shirt. “Most flights from Orlando don’t leave until late afternoon if any are available. If not, we’re going to have to go to New York first, then travel over.”

“Whatever works,” Gordy said. “We’ll try for a few more hours of sleep if possible when you come back down. We’re gonna need our energy if we’re heading out though with that phone call sounding as urgent as it did, I doubt either one of us will be sleeping.”

“Probably right,” he agreed while working his feet into a pair of white socks. “If that happens, we’ll just pack some luggage and worry about it later. I’m too wound up now anyway.”

“Yeah, and you still have to let Truddie Mae in on what’s going on. You already know that’s gonna cause some issues. Better prepare yourself.” 

He stood up and headed for the door. “I’m sure, but it’s not her decision. This is something I need to do. I can’t let them die or get attacked because she wants to play hardball.” Gordy nodded in agreement. “She can either agree or get out of the way.”

He swung the bedroom door open and turned back to Gordy to let him know he’d be right back. The chubby force mage’s eyes grew large with concern as his head ticked up and down signaling him to turn around. He already knew what he’d find looking back at him. As his eyes met Truddie Mae’s swirling orbs of brown he knew this would not end on a happy note for anyone involved.


***
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“WHAT EXACTLY AM I AGREEING to?” Truddie Mae questioned staring him down. “I may move slow and might have missed a bit of the conversation, but you can bet my black behind I’m gonna have a say in it.”

“Mama Mae, not now, please,” he pleaded trying to move past her to get to the attic. “I don’t want to argue with you over this, I have things to do upstairs.”

“I heard that part,” she held up her hand to stop him as her long purple nightgown swayed with her movements exposing fuzzy white slippers below. “The part I’m interested in is the who and why someone is calling so late and waking me up? The ringer on your cell phone is like a police siren echoing through the house, so start talking.”

He sighed knowing there was no way around it or her. “Fine,” he spoke, “Bryce called, they’re in danger and fleeing to a safe spot. He said Sheridan is missing, has been gone for days.”

She rubbed at her tired eyes. “He’s high-tailing it out of the area with the family because that old bag of rattlesnakes didn’t come home?” she asked if only to clarify. “Seems rather jumpy of him. Sheridan not coming home for days could be anything.”

“I’m guessing it’s worse than that if he’s running away to hide with his family. He mentioned something evil trying to get to them.” He lowered his head picking at the carpet with his big toe before figuratively ripping off the band-aid. “That’s why I’m going over there with Gordy.”

“Excuse me?” she blurted out as he met her concerned eyes. “I certainly hope you didn’t just tell me that you and Gordy are leaving for Scotland.”

“We are,” he replied averting his eyes further down the hall past her angry face.

“Did we just stumble into another dimension of stupidity?” she questioned before shaking her head. “Nope, not even a little. You’re crazy if you think I’ll allow it or even think twice about letting you.” She took a step closer and pointed up at him. “With all the crap going on and us currently being tracked like wounded animals by some powerful nasties and barely ringing in the New Year without the veil crappin’ out even more evil, you now plan on up and leaving overseas to chase after a hunch?” Her head slid to the side as she crossed her arms and started tapping her small foot on the carpet.

“It wasn’t a hunch, Mama Mae,” he fired back. “He sounded scared and desperate. You know I can’t just leave them alone to die, that’s not what we’re made for, that’s not how we operate.”

“It is when we don’t know who or what is after us and how to explain the increase in veil activity,” she lobbed back. “I think it’s safer to stay, and that’s what I want.”

“I think I’m old enough to decide for myself and I’ve decided I’m going,” he told her before turning back to Gordy. “I’ll be back in a couple of minutes,” he told the force mage.

He brushed past her stunned state feeling the waves of anger spiral off her. She was fuming, he could tell. He had struck a nerve in her defensive tactics and, even if she was considered his adopted mother, had systematically destroyed her assumed level of power. Another burden on top of the pile of sewage they were already trying to dig through and decipher. 

Even before the call had ended, he had made up his mind knowing full well she would want to voice her opinion, she always did. Her reasoning was just, and she had presented some valid points. He could relate and understand her thoughts and concerns as both a mother and a teammate.

However, after hearing Bryce’s voice on the phone and sensing the evil creeping across the ocean, he couldn’t sit idly by allowing innocent lives to be snuffed out due to the chance something bad ended up happening. Any other time he would have blindly and willingly followed her wishes, no question. This time, he needed to ensure the safety of those that had been there for him when he was at his worst. In time, she may relent and see it his way, hopefully.

Taking the wooden steps up the ladder into the attic, he refused to look back at her drilling her eyes into his back. His mind was too consumed on Bryce and his family, too busy spinning into a thousand different directions. The more time wasted on fussing and arguing, the less time possibly saving lives. There was much to be done before morning, before crossing an ocean and traveling into uncertainty, into the unknown. Mama Mae could wait, she’d have to, for now. 


***
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SHE CLENCHED HER FISTS and steamed away as he moved past her towards the attic without another word. Appearing reckless and uncaring about magical issues, he had easily shot down her opinion on the subject. How could he so easily dismiss her worry and care about traveling far away and purposefully hunting down evil when they faced enough danger here on the home front? The questions rolled through her mind like a stampede of angry buffalo. She bit down hard on her lip. 

Her eyes shifted past the vacant space Niles had left to the open doorway. They focused on Gordy who stood there staring at her like a kid who had been busted eating the last cookie. He certainly hadn’t bothered to offer his input, and for that, she suddenly felt a level of bitterness and frustration start to nibble at her insides regarding his behavior as well. 

“I...I don’t know what to say,” Gordy fumbled out trying to avoid her glaring eyes.  

“Well, now ain’t that a first,” she chided. “You’re all flappin’ gums when you need to stay quiet, but now you’re all locked up tighter than a vault when you need to speak up.”

“I’m sorry, Mama Mae,” he finally spoke, his hand nervously picking at his shorts. “After hearing that phone call, the desperation in Bryce’s voice, I have to side with Niles.”

“I see,” she told him. “Humph.” 

She rolled her eyes and left him standing there on her way to the attic ladder. As she passed Dusty’s old bedroom, the door creaked open and Sam’s sleepy eyes peered back at her. His sandy blond hair slid into view as he opened it wider to investigate.

“What’s goin’ on out there?” he asked. “Sounds like ya’ll are arguing.”

“Go on back to bed, honey.” She came up to the door and rubbed his head before tenderly pushing him back past its opening and smiling at him. “Never you mind. Now, get some rest and we’ll discuss it in the morning.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he groaned out not wanting to get involved.

He shut the door as she waited to ensure he followed orders. The door lock clicked into place and after a few seconds, she heard the faint squeak of the old mattress adjusting to his weight. At least he listened, she thought to herself, one out of three wasn’t bad. 

Sam had come a long way since arriving here unannounced in the middle of the chaos and trouble they had stumbled into with Charla and Odele. He had grown in the past few months and since had become quite attached to both Gordy and Niles. Having taken to her as a motherly influence in his life, he knew all about choosing battles when it came to her demands, rules, and orders. She wasn’t sure how he’d take to both Niles and Gordy leaving, but she was sure he would want to at least voice his opinion. It was something she was not looking forward to dealing with, especially with everything else happening. Sighing, she headed up the small wooden ladder to the attic. 

There, Niles sat at the computer desk typing away on the keyboard. The glare of the monitor washed out his features in scrolling pixelated brightness. His mouth moved while he silently read as his leg nervously twitched. Shifting his hand to the nearby mouse, he clicked a few more times before glancing over at her still standing at the attic landing. 

“If you’re here to yell or tell me I’m being foolish, you can save it,” he told her before switching his focus back to the monitor. “I’m not in the mood for another lecture.” 

“I’m wasn’t planning on either of those,” she defended. “I only want to discuss, you owe me.”

“I suppose I do,” he said. 

She walked over to the computer desk and stood opposite him. Quietly watching him work, she took a moment to study his face. His rugged beard and sun-burnt face sat underneath a mess of dark auburn curls and waves. Small grooves of laugh lines and crow’s feet along his eyes seemed to mark his time in this world. He was no longer an innocent child, he was now an adult, and one that had seen some things and had experienced even more. Funny how time sneaks up on you and startles when you least expect it, she told herself. He had grown up to be a brave warrior, she had raised him to take the bull by the horns, to blaze forward and she was happy to see him do that even if she felt pushed aside as a result.  

Pausing, he looked up. “Ok, so what do you want to discuss?”  

“What’s the overall feeling and game plan would be a nice start,” she replied forcing a smile.

“I haven’t figured out all the specifics yet, but I know they need me there. If they’re in danger, I feel that I need to do this,” he said running a hand through his hair. “I know it’s not what you want to hear, but I feel it’s important, dire even. He wouldn’t have called me out of the blue just to chat, not this late, not sounding like he did.”

“I suppose, but you know how I fret,” she said resting a hand on the desk. “I worry and suspect evil at every turn, especially now that we know others are playing behind the scenes. I don’t trust anyone anymore and a lot of that I pushed onto you.”

“It’s to be expected,” he said nodding. “I get it, and if it was anyone else out there, I wouldn’t bother, too risky. The way he sounded freaked me out and I worry about him and his family.”

“I know you do,” she said smiling. “I didn’t raise you to be a cold-hearted killer, but I do feel uneasy about it all. I can’t be sure which direction to take or if the robed figures are involved.”

“If they are behind all of this, which direction do you think they’d hope we take?” 

“If I was up to no good, I’d want to divide and conquer,” she replied. “Then again, having our group split up over thousands of miles makes a takedown a little harder. They can already easily dismantle us through various means all clumped together, so it’s a tough nut to crack.”

“Exactly,” he said. “They probably wouldn’t expect me to leave here and leave you behind. They’d expect I would stay, to defend you and our home.”

Stirrings of emotion warmed her heart. It had never been her master plan to inadvertently adopt a white toddler that happened to be a nature mage, but it had worked out that way. Through the chaos of their lives they had come together when they both needed the connection, and through the years had built a bond that could rival a family sharing the same genetic material. He was a teammate, but to her, he would always be so much more and to him, she would always be the mother he needed, the home he was denied. 

He rose from the chair and came around the desk. His strong masculine hand tenderly rubbed at her shoulder as she fought back the tears knowing that he would do what he felt was best while she, the mother she always was, would worry and fret while being filled with understanding and compassion. It would always be a full-time job. The feelings would always be a part of it.

“I just worry about you,” she said softly looking into his emerald green eyes. “I’m a mother, it’s what I do. You just found your way back into my life after running free for years on end and now it feels like you’re leaving again,” she said. A tear ran down her cheek, she brushed it away. “I understand, but it doesn’t make it any easier. Magic never has an off button, but it’d be nice if it slowed down long enough for us to catch up.”

He pulled her closer holding her head at his side. “Would it help if I tell you Gordy is coming along to lend a hand and watch my back?” 

She chuckled against his side. “Not really, no. You’ve seen him in action, he’s like a cage full of monkeys fighting over the last banana.” 

“Totally agree,” he said and laughed.

Pressing herself against him tighter, she breathed him in, feeling his warmth and spirit mingle with her own. “I want you to stay safe. Both of you,” she told him. “Promise me you’ll keep me posted on anything going on over there, promise me...just promise you’ll come back home.”

It hurt to say it, to even get the words out. It felt as if she was pushing a boat out to sea with him as the only passenger. In one aspect she wanted to slam her foot down and protest, but she knew nothing she could offer would stop him. He was determined, a trait she admired. He was most likely jumping into action heart first, a trait she had trouble swallowing.

To her, it all seemed a little too risky. Considering how the past few months since his return had played out, nothing seemed merely coincidental or accidental. Their world of magic was exploding in issues and situations. As more information was uncovered, the veil activity increased. Along with it came evil of every sort crawling into the light and slinking through shadows into their lives. A late-night phone call of fear and desperation could end up being the tip of a dark iceberg waiting to sink them all. 

She feared for their safety, feared for those overseas she had never met. She had to stay brave for all their sakes, had to continue to suspect maleficence at every angle for all their lives were on the proverbial chopping block. He would go, that she knew, but the gnawing feeling of something being off would have to fill her belly until whatever it was came to light. She prayed it did so before it claimed them all. For now, she would offer support. For now, she would do as a mother and allow her child to make decisions for themselves regardless of how bad it tore her up on the inside. 

“I promise I’ll keep you up to date,” he whispered before squeezing her once more.

“And?”  

“I promise to come back to you, to home,” he added leaving her side to power down the computer as he smiled over at her. “I always will.”

“Damn right,” she said before attempting a half-hearted giggle. “What now?”

“Tickets are booked and everything else will have to wait,” he told her. “I want to try and sleep a few more hours before leaving. It’s going to be a busy day and I want to reserve my energy.”

“I think that’s best,” she said. “I’ll have breakfast and coffee waiting in the mornin’, then you can fill me on everything else.”

“Sounds like a plan.” He smiled before coming to her and kissing her cheek. “You know I love you, Mama Mae. Always will, Mom.”

“Please keep on makin’ it harder to let you go,” she laughed and slapped at his arm. “I love you too, son. You make me proud, always. Even when you refuse to listen and do whatever you want, you’re still one of the best things that ever happened to me.”

“Now who’s making it harder to let go?”  

He flipped off the desk lamp and led her to the attic entrance. Allowing her to descend first, she waited at the bottom. As she turned towards her room, he hugged her once more. His closeness, his warmth lifted her with hope and a spark of inner peace that it would work out for them all. It would end up being a fleeting moment and, as he smiled before walking off to his bedroom and closing the door leaving her standing alone in the silence and darkness of her home, she knew it was true.  
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He sat on the edge of the bed rubbing his heavy eyes. Sleeping little throughout the remainder of the night after Bryce’s phone call, he was already well past exhausted. The emotional run-in with Truddie Mae had only added to that affect. Stretching out, he yawned loudly and scratched his beard. The nervous fear of what they would be heading into clinched at his insides while second-guessing everything steadily whispered at the back of his mind. 

“I can’t believe we’re going to Scotland,” Gordy said tossing a medium-sized black polyester piece of luggage onto the bed and unzipping its main compartment before proceeding to fill it. “I would say I’m excited, but equally on edge. I’m sure you are too.”  

“Yeah, between the phone call last night and not knowing anything, I’m worried about what we’re getting into and what we may end up finding. The unknown is always the iffy part.” He stood up allowing Gordy more room to load up the luggage.

“Did Mama Mae have anything to say about it? I’m sure she added her two cents to the mix.”

“She most certainly did,” he answered as Gordy color-coordinated shirts deciding on what to pack. “I understand her concern, but Bryce and the others are like an extended family to me. Their well-being isn’t something I want to simply hope works itself out. Regardless of whatever is happening here, I need to ensure their safety, for me, for them.”

Gordy nodded. “You don’t have to explain it to me, I know already, I can see it in your eyes.” He walked up to him and gently kissed his cheek. “You’re a good man, Woodsy. I’m not only with you because you supply me a constant stream of lumberjack fantasy, there’s more.” 

“Good to know,” he said snickering, “that I’m not just meat on a stick.”

“You mean with a stick,” Gordy said flashing him a devilish grin and smacking his butt before returning to the closet and rummaging through the clothes.

They enjoyed a hearty chuckle as Gordy made some of the worst trying to be sexy faces he had ever seen before in his life. It was good to have the camaraderie and even better to know that someone he cherished so deeply was about to take a walk on the wild side and travel into the chaos instead of waiting for it to show up and ring the doorbell. 

Continuing to pack the luggage, they took turns trying to figure out how to ensure all their belongings could fit into a single unit before finally settling on two pairs of pants and multiple shirts with a three to four-day window on undergarments. While Gordy was refolding clothes into rolls and organizing their shared space as if he was born to do so, he decided to load up plastic baggies with bathroom essentials. Better safe and prepared, then unclean with no underwear.

“Did you get everything we need off the computer?”  

“Yeah, oddly enough a flight is leaving from Orlando this afternoon to Glasgow,” he replied sliding an unopened bar of soap into a baggie. “The fake passports, IDs, and everything else we may need is upstairs ready to go. We can travel spell over there to catch our flight, beats driving anyway.” 

Gordy appeared behind him holding a green t-shirt rolled up like a sausage. “Why’s that odd?”  

“It’s winter,” he answered over his shoulder while pilfering through their small medicine cabinet, “most flights during the season leave out of New York. During the summer, Orlando usually gets added to the rotation due to more tourist-friendly weather.” 

“Oh, then I better put in a couple of sweaters and some additional socks.”  

“You should unless you want to lose a few toes and freeze off your nipples.”

“Is it that bad?” 

“A little off-putting when it rains, but mostly cold. It barely touches the upper 40s during the day. Sometimes it’s overcast, maybe a little snow, but nothing major.”

“I can dig it. I like the cold and all that anyway, I hate the sticky humidity and the sweating.”

“Trust me, I know,” he teased, “there’s been a few times I was sure you were allergic to it.”

Gordy snickered and rolled his eyes. “Alright, smart ass let’s get a move on. My tummy is rumbling for breakfast and I’m getting antsy.”

“Alright, alright, hold your horses.” He handed the baggies from the bathroom to Gordy. “Let me get dressed and we’ll finish up.”

They continued without speaking for each had a small mission to accomplish and minds that were working like machines plotting out everything in perfectly timed sessions. They worked brilliantly as a team, especially when one compromised and allowed the other to handle certain tasks, mainly for him, the expert packing of luggage by Gordy. 

Half zipping the black luggage, he watched as Gordy quickly stuffed himself into a pair of blue jeans and tossed on a dark gray t-shirt before lacing up his black and brown sneakers. Admiring the chubby happy-go-lucky mage from afar, he took pride in watching Gordy brush his teeth and run a comb through his thick black hair before primping in the bright fluorescent glare of their bathroom mirror. Once he was done, Gordy placed his toothbrush into a plastic holder and slid it into a zippered pouch of the luggage before spritzing himself with some cologne that spread itself out across the room in a mingling of ocean breezes and leafy greens. Finally, he grabbed his gunmetal grey watch from the nightstand and clicked its metal clasp into place before checking up on his slow-moving partner in crime.

“Geez, you take longer than a herd of turtles,” Gordy teased. “I’m already boarding the plane and here you are just waking up to scratch your balls.”

“Pardon me, Mr. Fashion Fast Forward,” he shot back, “some of us are a little older and more tired than others. Besides, it takes time to look this good,” he joked before winking. 

Tying his black sneakers, he stood from the small bedroom chair and buttoned his black jeans before tossing a navy-blue t-shirt on over his white undershirt. Racing past Gordy who stood there tapping his foot like a pro, he quickly brushed his teeth and combed his unruly hair from his face before returning to the bedroom and handing off his toothbrush holder for Gordy to stow away. Sliding his cell phone into his pocket, he grabbed for his utility belt and started to weave it through his pant loops before Gordy suddenly stopped him.

“You can’t wear that on the plane,” Gordy told him. “Security will be on you like flies on poop.”

“Good call. I could glamour it from sight. Yes, no?”

“Probably safer in the luggage,” Gordy directed. “For one, less drain on the magic reserves. Second, we avoid possible slip-ups, exposure, and the unfortunate cavity searches that come with it.”

“Eww,” he said scrunching his nose up at the visual. “Yeah, you’re right.” 

“It’s what I did with a few potions I had made up a while back. I have them wrapped in a small travel bag. On camera, they’ll look like bathroom supplies.”

“When did you do that?”

“When the years passed by waiting for you to get dressed, waxed, plucked, primped, and shined.”

“A little snarky this morning, are we?”

“When am I not?” Gordy countered.

“True, you’re basically a lemon wedge on a fresh paper cut most of the time.”

“I take pride in my work, helps me stay consistent.” Gordy smiled reaching for the utility belt.

“Obviously,” he teased back as they chuckled. “Thank you.”

Gordy nodded and winked as he handed him the belt. He watched as the force mage stuffed it into the largest section of their luggage and pushed down the flap before zippering everything closed. Grabbing it by the handle, Gordy slid it to the floor and tested its weight several times to ensure it wasn’t overly cumbersome to manage. Wheeling it to the bedroom door, he left his hand on the handle and turned to him.

“I’m gonna lug this downstairs to the front door. You finish up with the paperwork and I’ll meet you at the table. I have to get something in this stomach before I eat through my intestines.”   

“Yet another visual to try and scrub from my mind,” he teased meeting him at the door. “See you in a couple of minutes.” He kissed the force mage and gently pushed him into the hallway.

“Oh, I see how you are now,” Gordy choked out while maneuvering the luggage to the hallway. “Trying to get you ready is like trying to hurry up a glacier, but when it comes to the romance, you’re all Speedy McFirepants.” 

He smacked Gordy on the butt and winked. “I’ll give you some fire in the pants.” 

“Promises, promises,” Gordy said before chuckling. “Just hurry up you old goat, don’t leave me down there getting interrogated by Mama Mae for too long, I’m horrible with keeping secrets.”

“That I know,” he laughed, “that, we all know.” Gordy rolled his eyes and stuck out his tongue before turning and heading down the stairs as the luggage clunked awkwardly behind him.


***
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INSIDE THE ATTIC, NILES headed to the computer desk and powered it on. Sitting down, he organized the paperwork he had printed off a few short hours ago and waited patiently for the computer to slog through its numerous start-up tasks. He rubbed at his eyes, the feeling of anxiety and weariness a constant irritation as his mind raced over details. 

Organizing the printouts, he quickly scanned over the information ensuring everything checked out. The fake driver’s licenses he and Gordy had created months prior matched the exact names on their made-up passports and boarding information. Dr. Matthew Daniels and Dr. Wilson Moore, a name Gordy had himself decided on, scrolled atop the paperwork in bold letters. The glamouring of money and anything else they might need would come later and could be easily handled given some privacy and a few spare moments. 

The computer finally roared into life and as he navigated through websites to check their airplane tickets for accuracy, he soon found his way to his email’s inbox. There, along with a few dozen spam emails urging him to refinance his home and take rat dropping serum for his baggy eyes, he found their ticket confirmations. He quickly looked them over and printed off extra copies to stash in the luggage lest the originals get lost between here and the airport as stranger things have happened in the past. 

The overall plan was to leave from Orlando and fly to Glasgow on an overnight jaunt that would see them landing in the morning. If everything checked out upon landing, he’d notify Bryce of their arrival and rest a few minutes before boarding a short forty-minute flight to Islay where they would situate themselves and all meet up. Once Bryce and family were secure and everything detailed, they’d spell travel to Ballygrant and then to Loch Finlaggan, a short distance away, to investigate the secret home of the United Kingdom group of Keepers near the water’s edge. Hopefully, they could help get to the bottom of the drama and get to them before something else had a chance to.

Closing the website pages down as the printer finished, he quickly opened the saved pictures he had placed into a folder upon his arrival from overseas. He had taken, what felt like, hundreds of pictures of his time with Bryce, Lana, and the triplets as he explored the area, tended to his wounded heart, and found a peace he had been denied in Florida after their first run-in with Charla. As the tiny files began to pop onto the screen depicting bright skies and vibrant greens, of pub crawls, and smiling faces, a common theme began appearing, a common sign drew his eyes to each small framed photo as they loaded onto the screen.

There, among the numerous photos, a smudge. There, next to happy eyes and rosy cheeks, a blur. Streaks of dark grey and black in his hands where the triplets once rested. Among the pints of lager and tourists of a local tavern, a smoky shape. Any pictures containing Bryce, Lana, the triplets, even Sheridan herself, all damaged, corrupted, tainted with some smudge, stain, or blurry image blocking their faces. His, the only visible face in each shot, his auburn hair and toothy grin the only face among the others. Every picture, every single shot, was destroyed.

“What the hell?” he questioned out loud leaning closer to the screen. 

His heart sunk; his head questioned what his eyes were taking in. What had happened to them all? Was it simply moisture from riding in his duffel bag from overseas? He had used an older USB drive to save all the pictures before leaving for Florida, everything at the time appeared perfect. Once his bag arrived from Scotland, he had absent-mindedly uploaded them to a folder on the computer to show everyone later.

Due to the issues that spawned upon his return, he had almost forgotten about them until now. He had assumed they were fine, but now, as he looked at the faceless images and streaks of grey and black, he knew better. Something had damaged them either from traveling or from the damage caused here in the attic, but what? The questions would need to wait, he finally decided. It bothered him, but there was little time to handle this on top of everything else they had going on. Shutting everything down, he left the quiet contemplation of the attic and headed downstairs into the chaos and confusion of his magical life. 


***
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AS SOON AS HE ENTERED the living room to put the travel paperwork into the zippered luggage pouch, he heard the commotion. Everyone sounded as if they were talking in fast forward casting fervent pitches and escalated frustration through the air as dishes and cups clinked and clanged in uproarious fashion. Wishing he would have stayed in the attic a little bit longer; he sighed and ran a hand through his hair before high tailing it into the kitchen.

“Hey, what’s all the racket about?” he asked coming into view as their bickering quieted down.

Truddie Mae stood near the sink adjusting dishes and refilling her coffee cup. Gordy sat on the far end near the back door, anger furrowed into his brow. Still holding a half-eaten piece of toast, it looked as if he was waving it about the room like a weapon. Sam sat near him quiet and fuming. His death grip on a fork and butter knife, coupled with Gordy’s appearance, seemed to point to where much of the drama was centered.

“The boys are getting feisty about the travel plans,” she chimed in before rolling her eyes and sighing. “Both of ‘em are acting like middle schoolers fighting over a bag of sour gummies.”

“I have a right to voice my opinion,” Sam defiantly stated. “I should be allowed to go too. It ain’t right that I gotta stay here.”

“Here we go again, round and round the pity carousel goes,” Gordy said huffing. “Don’t you ever get tired of beating the dead horse out back?” 

“Suck it, fairy,” Sam spouted slamming his hand on the table.

“Oh, hell no,” Truddie Mae fired back coming to the table between them both. “You ain’t gonna talk like that in my house, no sir.” She glared at the young Keeper while pointing at him. “Not ever.” 

“Mama Mae, I got this,” Gordy said holding his hand up. “Please, have a seat and enjoy your breakfast. I’m the one that got him fired up, I’ll take the heat.” She huffed her displeasure before plopping down and fidgeting with her half-eaten plate of food.

“I’ll give you one shot, otherwise I’m correcting that mouth,” she warned still glaring at Sam.

He took a deep breath as he made his way to the sink. Fetching Truddie Mae’s coffee cup and filling one for himself, he turned back to the table to see how Gordy would handle Sam’s snarky comment. He waited, ready to jump in and salvage a morning that had run completely off the tracks in such a short time. 

“Now, Sam,” Gordy softly spoke. “First, I want to apologize for being sarcastic, I’m exhausted and we have a lot of things happening at once but that was no reason to invalidate your feelings. I’m sorry. Now, I know you’re upset, but please tone it down on the gay rips. It’s not fair to me, Niles, or Truddie Mae to make comments like that out of anger. I mean we joke and such at times about it, but what you said was hurtful and said out of anger.”

“I know,” Sam spoke placing the silverware back down on the table. “I get mouthy when I don’t get my way or get revved up. I’m sorry too. I didn’t mean nothin’ by it; I’m just pissed I don’t get to go.”

“I understand, I really do,” Gordy replied. “Out of all the people in this room, I’m usually the one acting like you are now when I get left behind. I’m sure Niles and Mama Mae can vouch for me.”

“Yep,” he offered, “last time, he was a real whiney baby about it.”

“He sure was,” Truddie Mae agreed, “he ended up chewing the sofa apart and peed on the floor, twice.” She chuckled as Sam appeared stunned.

“Seriously?” Sam questioned.

“No,” Gordy chimed in shaking his head, “she’s only kidding, but I was pretty upset.”

“We thought it would be easier to drug his tea and make him sleep so we wouldn’t have to listen to him rattle on and on about being left behind,” he told Sam as Gordy stuck his tongue out at the memory. “It didn’t work out so well for us.”

“What happened?” Sam asked.

“We learned to never leave Gordy behind without a good reason and don’t ever try to trick an alchemist,” Truddie Mae told him. “Even then, it doesn’t always work out. Heck, the second time we left him the attic blew up, you showed up, the Triln attacked, and the house collapsed on your heads.”

“That was purely accidental or coincidental based on who you ask,” Gordy defended.

“Uh-huh,” Truddie Mae shook her head not convinced.

“I wanted to go with you two and then boredom got the best of me,” Gordy said.

“So, you of all people should relate to me wanting to go,” Sam interjected.

“I do, totally,” Gordy nodded in agreement. “Normally I’d be fine with you coming along, only this time, it’s strictly business and since we don’t know what we’re going to find, it’s safer for us all if you stay.”

He walked up to Sam and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “We’d love for you to join us, but we also need someone here to watch the house and keep Mama Mae safe.”

“From what I’ve seen, she does pretty all right on her own,” Sam said smirking over at Truddie Mae who nodded and winked.

“True, most of the time,” he added. “Given all the weird stuff happening though I would feel better having you here to help out. Plus, we don’t anyone else put at risk.”

Sam sighed, deflated. “I suppose it makes sense, I guess. I just wish I could battle the baddies with you both.”

“Next time,” he told him as Gordy agreed, “I promise.”

“Pinky swear?” Sam piped up turning slightly with his finger extended in the air.

“Duh, is there any other way?” he questioned already smiling before hooking Sam’s pinky with his own and pulling it towards him. “Now that we got all that settled, let’s get some more breakfast in our bellies. Gordy and I need to leave in a little bit, and I want to spend the remainder of our time hanging out.”

Shortly after good food and idle chit-chat was passed lovingly around the table, he watched as Gordy and Sam were busy cleaning the kitchen and fighting over the last few pieces of bacon. Laughing at their exchange, Truddie Mae motioned for him to join her on the back porch. Following behind her, he shut the door to the kitchen and sat next to her in one of the large wooden rocking chairs facing the backyard.
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