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For my husband, Nate,

You are my rock. Without you it would be hell to see some things through.

∞  ∞
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“Please let them be okay.” If I had known I would be chanting this phrase over and over again, I don’t believe I would have ever set out on this mission. If I had known that my entire world would change in just a matter of months, would I have taken the job at the haunted house? If I had been given a heads up about my DNA being different, would I have lived a different life?

I don’t know; those are not options for me now. We’re too far in. We are inches away from saving many lives. We can do this. I know we can. I just don’t know what it will cost us. I have no clue how I’m going to find the dough to pay. The odds seem stacked up against us. Is that because it is impossible to accomplish what we want to, or is it because we’ve gotten too close?
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As I wait for the grassy pad, a shadow approaches me. Instead of the scent of fresh-cut grass, I smell rosewater. What’s going on? I’ve never met a shadow while travelling from one world to the other. My vision of everything is blurry. I can’t make out a single thing. Maybe it was more than a shadow, but I’m unable to make out details right now. My nerves begin to fray. It feels like someone’s taking a nail and scraping it up my arm. Something’s interfering with my travel. It’s so quiet wherever I’m trapped. Is this some kind of portal? A space between Earth and the Stranded Coil I’ve never stopped before? It’s difficult to concentrate as I try to see if I can feel my father’s presence anywhere nearby. Am I too late? Has he already sacrificed himself? I’m trying to make my final visit to the Other World, leaving Josh and everyone behind, to save him, but I feel more lost now than I ever have. I don’t understand what’s going on at all. Why am I not sitting near the beach feeling the sand particles’ emotions?

“Because I made a promise to your father, that’s why,” a voice from nowhere exclaims. I know that voice. No wonder I smelled rosewater. Slowly her image appears. The eyes are dark as charcoal, yet glow just like charcoal does after you light it. She has an infectious smile that makes me laugh even though I can see a lecture behind it.

“Grandmother, what are you doing? I have to save him.” It feels strange to talk here. Whatever this place is, I hope I don’t have to stay long. My grandmother’s presence is comforting, but I still feel as though I’m on the brink of an anxiety attack. The feeling of having a physical form is leaving me. If it weren’t the palms of my hands would be sweating. Instead, I feel static like we’re in an electrical field.

“No Austria, you don’t. You’re his child, and he wants you to enjoy life.”

How am I supposed to enjoy life when it’s ripping my father away from me yet again? My chest clenches. I’m unable to take a breath.

“What’s going to happen to him?” I manage to gasp out.

“He’s taking Adam to Heaven with him. I’m pretty sure, once they meet the celestial gate, that Adam will be turned away. There’s only one place he’ll be able to go then. I’m sure you know where that is. I’m glad because I don’t want to spend my eternity with a man like that.”

“Are you saying that you and Father will be in Heaven?” I’m able to breathe and talk again because now I know there’s a way to see him again even if he goes through with this plan. I begin to feel the spinning. Maybe if I keep Grandmother talking, I’ll be forced to the Other World anyway. Then I’ll be closer to him, or at least closer to the stairs.

“Yes, dear, it’s where we belong.”

“I just got you guys back.”

“Most people aren’t given such a chance. Please treasure the moments we’ve had together as I will and enjoy your life.”

I understand what Grandmother is telling me, but I’m not happy about it. I imagine my father and grandmother in front of Heaven’s gates. I can hear trumpets sounding their arrival. The perfect symphony causes goosebumps to form on my legs. I can’t do anything to keep them from moving on. She’s preventing me from travelling to the Other World. The spinning is beginning to cease. Maybe if I come from another angle.

“How are we going to continue the fight without you guys around?”

“We have a team up here. You’ve met them. Plus we’re adding a new leader. One you’re very familiar with.”

“Who’s the new leader?”

“Why it’s me, Austria.” I know that voice too. It’s the voice that’s comforted me every day of my life. What’s my mother doing here? I didn’t think this could be possible. What does my grandmother mean about my mother being the leader in the Other World?

“Mother, how are you communicating with us? You’re not an Altered Helix.”

“Well actually, Marie is. Your father realized she was before she did and hid it from her. He didn’t let anyone from the Other World contact her. He wanted her to be able to live a normal life with you. He wanted to protect her from our enemies. If she didn’t know she was an Altered Helix, how would they?” my grandmother answers. How can that be? Why had she not noticed the shadows at the haunted house? Then I remember she’s a couple years younger than my father and the Altered Helix abilities might not have kicked in for her until after that experience.

“She’s right. I didn’t know. Your father just contacted me before he left to take Adam to the next world. It was so amazing to see him again. I love him just as much as I did when he was home. I wish I had more time with him but, Austria, I understand what he’s trying to do. It’s a noble cause, and I also want you to have a normal life.”
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