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“The most beautiful women always have a cat by their side.” Coco Chanel
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The Intruders




IN THE QUIET living room of a quaint house at the end of Hillsdale Street, Emma Davis finally allowed herself to exhale. The workday had been long—too many complicated lattes, too many forced smiles—and now she sat in her favorite chair, the old padded one that had once belonged to her father. She rested her feet on the worn tapestry footstool and wrapped her hands around a hot cup of tea. “Ohhh,” she sighed. “It feels so good just to sit.”


Her cat, Max, gazed up at her from the arm of the chair, his green eyes glimmering with affection. The orange in his fluffy tortoiseshell fur echoed the auburn in Emma’s unruly curls. It was rare for a tortoiseshell to be male—only one in three thousand were—but Emma thought Max was rare in every way.


She reached out and stroked the white tuft beneath his chin, prompting him to lift his head higher. “And how was your day, sir?” she asked.


His whiskers bunched together as he uttered, “Meow.” 


“A good day, huh? Must be nice. Have you noticed you always have a good day?” she teased, a slight smile on her lips as she took a sip of tea.


Max refused to dignify her question with an answer because she would never know that his days were spent on high alert—staring down trespassing dogs with icy disdain and sending brazen squirrels scrambling away with threats only a seasoned defender of the realm could muster. But the moment Emma walked through the door, his vigilance always softened. She was his world.


Emma kissed his nose, and Max forgave her for thinking he had done “nothing” all day. 


She grabbed the remote and asked, “So… movie or reality show?”


Although he sniffed the remote as if deliberating, he did not actually care what they watched, but he did appreciate being asked. “Meow.”


“Reality show it is,” she said, hitting the button.


The television flickered to life, washing the room in shifting light. With a few clicks, Emma found her favorite dating show: the kind with messy love triangles and poor decisions, wonderfully mindless. For a little while, she could forget that she didn’t know what she wanted to do with her life, or that she felt suspended between something ending and something she couldn’t yet name beginning.


Max stretched out, lying comfortably along the armrest, and tucked his furry face beneath his paw, drifting into sleep.


Time slipped away, and the sun sank below the treeline as the next episode began. 


It was then that something stirred in the shadows. 


It began as a subtle ripple at the edge of the entryway. A ring of shimmering lights flickered to life—a halo of shifting blues and golds forming a perfect circle in midair. The glow clashed strangely with the neon colors flashing from the television. Two tall figures and one squat one emerged from the portal. Their arrival went unnoticed as the reality show’s bickering masked the eerie hum of the portal closing behind them, a faint chime ringing out. 


Max’s nose twitched when he detected an unfamiliar scent. His eyes snapped open and he sprang to his feet, letting loose a hiss so primal it startled Emma. 


“Max! What!?” 


Max’s hissing grew louder and sharper, escalating into a high-pitched shriek. His claws dug into the fabric of the chair. The fur along his spine stood on end.


Emma followed Max’s glare—and gasped when she saw the three strangers standing in her living room. The once-comforting space warped into something alien and dangerous. The television’s sounds blurred into distant static.


The intruders did not move, careful not to provoke Emma or Max further. 


The first figure, Seraphina, was tall and poised. Her iridescent eyes reflected the glow of her celestial robes. Her face was calm and serene. 


Beside her stood Kaelith. His broad shoulders and leather-strapped garments marked him unmistakably as a warrior—every line of him alert, attentive.


Fenrik, the squat one, had amphibious features, and his mottled green-and-yellow skin glistened in the faint light, evoking the unsettling image of an upright frog. He wore a raw linen robe that resembled a monk’s. His bulging eyeballs never blinked as he silently observed Emma.


Max let out a deep guttural growl.


“Do not be afraid, Emma. We mean you no harm,” Seraphina said softly, her hands raised in a peaceful gesture. Light shimmered across her palms.


“Who… who are you?” Emma sat upright in her chair, struggling to make sense of the surreal scene in her living room. Her eyes darted toward the front door, but escape seemed impossible; she doubted she could run past these imposing figures. From past experience, she knew that unexpected strangers never brought good news.


Emma willed herself to stay calm. She wanted to say something bold, something that asserted her authority in her own home, but instead, she blurted, “How’d you get in here?” 


A faint smile tugged at Seraphina’s lips as if the answer couldn’t be explained, not yet. “Allow me to introduce myself. I am Seraphina, and these are my companions, Kaelith and Fenrik. We apologize for interrupting your evening. We wouldn’t have unless it were important. But don’t worry, we won’t stay long, though we do have an urgent request. We’ve come to ask you to perform a task that only you can complete.”


“What? I have no idea what—”


“You play a key role…” Fenrik slowly croaked, “in changing the timelines… for the betterment… of mankind.”


A key role? Changing the timelines? That was absurd. Yet something in Fenrik’s measured and unhurried words eased Emma’s fears. She no longer believed they were there to hurt her. However, she had no idea why they were asking her to do something for them. 


Emma responded, “You can’t just burst in here and… and ask me to ‘betterment’, umm… better mankind.” Whatever that means. She couldn’t help but stare at Fenrik’s frog-like body. Whenever she tried to shift her gaze to the other two intruders, her eyes returned to him. He was unlike anything she’d ever seen before. His belly bulged beneath the linen robe tied with a rope, and his webbed feet stuck out—four digits on each foot. His broad mouth stretched unnervingly from one side of his face to the other.


Fenrik noticed her staring and stared back. 


Emma, embarrassed, tried to focus on Seraphina’s glowing celestial robe, which seemed alive, a strange phenomenon, but one that was more tolerable, given its beauty, than the frogman. 


Max had calmed somewhat, though his fur remained raised. He trusted Emma’s instincts, but to be safe, he scanned the corners, searching for other intruders he might have missed, his ears twitching with suspicion.


Seraphina asked Emma, “Have you heard of the Butterfly Effect?”


“Yes, of course,” she immediately replied. But then, feeling intimidated by their stares, she doubted herself as she elaborated, “Is it when one small flap of a butterfly’s wings affects the entire world?”


“Exactly,” Seraphina said, nodding. Emma was relieved that her response was correct. Seraphina continued, “For this task, you are the butterfly. All we ask of you is to perform one small act, insignificant in itself, yet it will set in motion a chain of events that will benefit many timelines, influencing the balance between light and shadow.”


For a fleeting moment, Emma envisioned herself as a warrior queen presiding over a mystical realm, fighting to save mankind, sword upstretched. But reality quickly set in. She wasn’t one to battle anything. The truth was, she avoided confrontation like the plague. She finally said, “I don’t think I could do anything that would have that kind of… impact.”


Kaelith stepped forward without speaking and held out a scroll. Emma hesitated before taking it, her fingers trembling as she unrolled it. The script was elegant, written by a steady, timeless hand.

On the morrow, when the man in the plaid vest and bow tie orders a cinnamon latte, spill it. The delay will set events in motion that will protect the balance of time.


Emma took the time to contemplate the words and their implications, but she was startled out of her thoughts when the scroll erupted into flames. The fire consumed the parchment in an instant, leaving no trace behind. She gasped, more shocked by its sudden disappearance than the flames themselves. Emma brushed her fingers, expecting to find ashes, but there were none. 


She looked at Kaelith, waiting for further explanation, but he remained silent. “That’s it?” she asked him, her voice a mix of disbelief and disappointment.


“Yes,” he affirmed, his stance resolute.


“I just spill—”


“Shhhh.” He put one of his fingers to his lips. “Do not speak of this. There are spies everywhere.”


Spies? What’s he talking about? It was hard to believe—and even slightly insulting—that a task involving a latte must be kept secret. Latte? That’s it? Her shoulders slumped as her hopes of epic adventures were dashed. 


Noticing her disappointment, Fenrik elaborated, his voice throaty, “This task is important… It will create… a domino effect… impacting many.”


Seraphina reminded Emma, “You are the butterfly. Your small act will have monumental importance. But time is of the essence. There are forces already working to stop what must be done. We need your answer now.” 


Emma scrutinized the enigmatic trio before her, grappling with the absurdity of their request. How could something as mundane as spilling a latte carry such enormous consequences? It seemed impossible, almost laughable, that one simple act could ripple through time with such profound effects.


But beneath her confusion, a deeper unease stirred. Who were these beings, really? And why would she—an ordinary person who worked as a barista with a college education that unfortunately ended before she ever attended a single class—be entrusted with such a pivotal role? Were these intruders truly protectors of mankind, or were they manipulators, using her as a pawn in some grander, more sinister game? 


Emma cautiously asked, “How can I be sure you’re the good guys? What if you’re bad guys pretending to be good guys?”


Fenrik spread his webbed hands in indignation. “Do we look like… bad guys!?… What would give you… that impression?”


“Please, Fenrik,” Seraphina said calmly. “Let’s focus on the task at hand.” She turned to Emma, her voice softening. “We understand your hesitation. You don’t know us, and we’re asking for your trust without offering much in return. But consider this: by altering a seemingly insignificant event, you can prevent a chain reaction that could lead to a far darker fate for many on this planet. Your action, though small, will have a monumental, positive impact. Will you help us?”


“I still don’t understand why it has to be me,” Emma pressed.

“You alone possess the power to influence the timeline in ways that matter most.”


“I… I think you’re mistaken. I’m just a normal girl who lives with her cat.”


“We wouldn’t be here if you were normal.” Seraphina waited for an answer.


Emma studied the intruders in front of her. These were clearly not ordinary beings. Seraphina literally glowed, lighting up the entryway. Kaelith wore ancient warrior clothing. And then there was Fenrik, with his distinctly amphibious features, whom she couldn’t help but imagine as an oversized garden ornament. I hope they can’t read my mind. There was no explaining these three strange beings. 


Fenrik tilted his head, although with his nonexistent neck, his motion was barely noticeable. “We are telling you… the truth.” 


Emma looked at Max, who remained alert on the chair arm beside her. His green eyes met hers, waiting for her decision. 


She turned to face the intruders, and said, “For reasons I can’t explain, I trust you.” With a touch of resignation (and uncertain if refusal was an option), she added, “So, yes, I’ll spill…” The intruders’ eyes grew wide, prompting Emma to rephrase her following words. “Um… Yes, I’ll do it.”


“Thank you,” Seraphina said. “I assure you, you will be helping mankind. We now bid you farewell.” With a graceful wave, Seraphina summoned a portal. 


Emma stared in disbelief at the shimmering ring of lights, the air around it wavering, undulating as if it were a heat wave above a desert dune. 


Seraphina entered the portal with her opalescent robes trailing behind her like the delicate tendrils of a jellyfish, gliding effortlessly through unseen currents. Kaelith and Fenrik followed, their forms vanishing into the swirling lights, which contracted to a single pinpoint before winking out with a soft chime, leaving Emma and Max alone once more.

She remained in her chair, trying to make sense of what had just happened. The room settled back into its quiet rhythm—the noise of the television, the ticking of the kitchen clock. Max stared at the empty space where the intruders had been, his tail twitching. 


She said to him, “Well, it looks like tomorrow is going to be… very interesting.”


He turned toward her. “Meow.” 


Emma replayed tomorrow’s plan of action in her head, wondering how to “accidentally” spill the latte—should she pretend to trip and fumble it while handing it over? Or perhaps a sneeze?


A cold draft passed through the room, raising goosebumps on Emma’s arms. 


The air became colder, so much so that her breath fogged in front of her face. 


Max stiffened, his eyes fixating on the darkest corner of the room. He growled, watching a massive shadow unfurl through the wall and swell upward. 


The shadow grew larger, nearly touching the ceiling. Its form thickened, becoming a gargoyle-like beast. What was misty and ethereal was now webbed wings, leathery and impossibly wide, unfurled menacingly, spreading across the room. 


Invisible chains clanged, and an unseen dungeon door groaned open on rusted iron hinges as the monster took a step toward Emma, deliberate and slow, its spiny tail trailing behind. 


The horror Emma felt at the sight of the monster was overwhelming. Her heart hammered against her chest. She wanted to run, but fear held her in place.


Max stood his ground—his growl deepening into a sound that came from bone and instinct.


The monster, momentarily taken aback by Max’s unexpected courage, paused, its red reptilian eyes examining the feline threat. The standoff continued for a heartbeat longer, and Emma sensed a sliver of protection emanating from Max’s defiant stance. 


The monster turned its head toward Emma, scanning her from head to toe, avoiding the cat’s challenging stare. Its forked tongue flicked. 


In a voice that ripped through the air like a crack in the ice, the monster spoke, its gravelly voice dripping with menace. “Emma, it seems your earlier visitors have caused a stir.”


This thing knows my name! She tried not to stare at the green mist seeping from its mouth, which smelled of decay. She forced herself not to gag.


The monster was indifferent to Emma’s repulsion. “Because of those visitors, you and I find ourselves at an impasse. Listen closely. Should you follow their directives, I will be compelled to return. And rest assured, I will not be as cordial as tonight. However, should you abstain from your little task tomorrow, you shall live another day.” The monster allowed the weight of its words to sink in. “Choose wisely, for our next encounter will depend on it.” Then the beast unleashed a thunderous roar that shook the walls. 


Emma was traumatized by the fierce sound and sat frozen like a rabbit hiding from a hawk.


In the distance, a dog barked. 


The creature became a black shadow once more, sucking itself back through the wall, retreating to its dark domain. Its stench faded. 


Emma remained sitting beside Max, overwhelmed and terrified. The creature’s dire warning looped in her mind: If you spill the latte, I will come for you. If you don’t, you will live.


There was no denying that she had become entangled in a universal battle—one she wasn’t equipped to fight.

•••


Emma lay awake, staring at the moon. The house around her was familiar—she had lived here her whole life—but now everything felt altered, as though the monster’s stench had permeated the walls and every belonging. Everything had been contaminated.


Beside her, Max slept close, his warm body curled against her side, his steady breaths the only thing anchoring her. Each time she turned, he’d wake and move with her, always touching her. She was grateful for him in a way she had never fully understood until now.


But even Max’s closeness couldn’t banish the memory of the monster. Its voice echoed through the darkest corners of her mind. Its warning clung to her. Each time she closed her eyes, she saw those webbed wings unfurling and those narrow red eyes watching her. 


Her agreement to spill a latte had seemed so small. So harmless. Yet it was now tied to consequences beyond anything she could have imagined.


Emma turned over, and Max turned with her. Her thoughts kept circling: the intruders had told her nothing of the danger—not a hint of what lurked in the dark. They had vanished, leaving her to face the shadow’s wrath alone. Perhaps they assumed she would be brave. Or capable. 


But Emma did not feel brave or capable. She felt cornered.


And she wasn’t a warrior. She didn’t command magic, or destiny, or anything close to it. She had spent most of her life carefully avoiding conflict, not inviting it into her living room. The idea of being responsible for something that could change the world seemed laughable—except now she had proof that something very powerful believed she could.


That was the part that frightened her most. 


Emma was no longer sure she would carry out the task—not now that she understood what awaited her if she did. Plus, the intruders had offered no guarantee of protection—they hadn’t even warned her about the potential dangers. An evil monster was a significant omission. She wanted no part of this. All she wanted was the comfort of her home and sensible life. She was certain they had chosen the wrong person for the job.










~ 2 ~

Cup of Fate




AFTER A RESTLESS night, Emma woke to the pale light of dawn filtering through her curtains. But instead of offering hope, the soft morning light only reminded her of the impossible task ahead. If she succeeded, the monster would return. If she failed, the world might crumble. In this twisted tale, someone had to lose—and Emma wasn’t ready for it to be her. 


With a reluctant sigh, she got out of bed, her feet touching the cool wooden floor, a sharp contrast to the warmth of her blankets. She put on her old blue jeans and the company-issued green polo, a shirt that did little to flatter her fuller figure. However, vanity had never been a problem for her. Not today, not ever. She was just grateful the jeans still buttoned. She pulled her hair into a ponytail and, for good measure, put on the company hat—a baseball cap with the logo embroidered on the front. 


Emma leaned against the stove and cradled her breakfast tea, holding the cup close for warmth and courage. She stared out the window at the old oak tree. So many childhood memories lived beneath those branches—some bright, some shadowed—but all of them felt distant now, belonging to a simpler version of herself. 


She tipped back the last gulp of tea. When she lowered the cup, she caught Max’s gaze, and he blinked affectionately at her. 


That’s when an idea hit her.


Without a second thought, she hurried to her bedroom. She flung open the closet doors, hands rifling through the old clothes and forgotten items until her fingers finally brushed against it—the cat carrier. She reasoned that if Max came with her to work, maybe he could protect her—a talisman against whatever sinister forces awaited her. After all, she had seen how that vile creature had been wary of Max the night before.


But when Max spotted the dreaded cat carrier, in a flash of fur, he bolted into the living room, vanishing under the sofa, his fluffy tail the last thing to disappear. For all his bravery, he hated that thing because it almost always meant a trip to the vet. 


Undeterred, Emma followed him, the carrier clanging against her leg. She knelt beside the sofa, peering under it. “Max, don’t make me late for work. Come here,” she pleaded. “Come on. It’ll be fun. Remember how everyone adored you at the coffee shop last time?”


Two suspicious green eyes peeked out from beneath the sofa’s shadows. His whiskers twitched as he considered the evidence. Social acclaim… possible treats… minimal dignity lost… no vet visit.


Cautiously, he inched forward, his fluffy body emerging from the darkness, but he remained wary, pausing just out of reach.


“Max, it will be fun. I promise you,” she urged. “Come on…”


Slowly, very slowly, Max crawled from his hiding spot, resigned to his fate. 


She scooped him up. “There’s my sweet boy!” Emma cooed, gently placing him into the carrier. “Now, we’ve got to hurry. I can’t be late again.”

•••


Emma drove down the familiar streets in her compact car. The engine hummed beneath her, blending into the early morning sounds of the city. She passed the usual landmarks—a row of brick houses, the park where joggers made their morning rounds, and the bakery windows stocked with fresh baked goods. On any other day, these sights might have brought a sense of familiar calm, but today, they barely registered. 


From the passenger seat, Max let out an indignant meow from inside the carrier.


“It’s going to be okay, Max,” she said, but the uncertainty in her voice betrayed her. 


I could keep driving—past the coffee shop, down the highway, all the way to Florida where the ocean’s warm, and no monsters appear in living rooms. Or do they? She eventually turned into the coffee shop parking lot and sat in the car. Despite taking long, deep breaths, she felt her adrenaline surge and stomach twist. She hadn’t made up her mind yet. Would she or wouldn’t she? One minute before her shift began, she got out of the car and went around to the passenger side to get the carrier, but when she lifted it, her hand shook so badly that the metal door rattled.


“Meow!” Max cried out, distressed. 


“Don’t worry, Max,” Emma said with a forced cheerful tone. “You’ll have a great day—I promise. Treats, and I’m sure everyone’s gonna gush over you.” 


But her words didn’t convince him. Instead, Max sulked, pressing himself into the back of the carrier.


“Fine. Be that way, but you’ll see.”


When Emma entered the shop, Stephen, the golden-haired, 23-year-old assistant manager, greeted her, “Morning, Emma,” but his bright smile turned into a disapproving frown at the sight of the cat carrier. “Emma, I told you last time—no cats,” he said, though there was exasperated fondness in his voice.


Before she could stop herself, the lie slipped out. “I have to take him to the vet right after work, so I had to bring him.” 


“Meow!?”


She leaned closer to Max, whispering through the cage’s grate, “Shhhh… Not really.” She hoped Stephen hadn’t heard her.


Max scowled, full of distrust.


She returned her attention to Stephen. “Sorry, Max is a bit upset about the trip.” 


Max, assuming “trip” meant the vet, went berserk inside, and the carrier tipped back and forth. Emma used both hands to press the carrier against her leg to steady it. 


Trying to sweeten the deal, she said to Stephen, “Remember how much everyone loved him last time? Even you.”


“That’s true. Everybody loved Max.” The cage rattled again. “Are you sure he’s alright?”


“He’ll calm down. Don’t worry. He’ll be fine once he gets settled.”


Stephen sighed, torn between his responsibility to enforce the rules and his undeniable soft spot for Max. “Alright, but if anyone complains, you’ll have to take him home.”


“Thank you, Stephen.” Emma’s relief was palpable. She knew no one would complain about Max—he was too handsome for that. 


Emma placed the carrier on the floor beside the counter, crouching briefly so Max could see her face. “You’re not going to the vet. I promised you, so please believe me. All those things I said to Stephen were so you could stay here with me.”


Max calmed down. His scowl became less pronounced.


“You have to trust me, alright? Now, settle down and take a nap, or you can enjoy people-watching. Whatever you feel like doing. I’ll be right here if you need anything.”


Max, unimpressed, tucked his paws under him, his green eyes staring back at her through the grated door. A long sigh escaped Emma. None of this was ideal. 


The morning sunlight widened across the coffee shop floor as the rush began. Customers came in waves. A steady flow of people seeking their favorite drinks before heading off to their offices, gyms or homes—each of them wrapped in the comfortable blur of routine. 


Emma tried to lose herself in the routine of work—stock cups, grind beans, pull shots—but she kept glancing at the door. She could almost hear the monster’s cold voice sneering: “Choose wisely, or else.”


The bell above the door jingled, and Emma looked up, relieved to see a friendly face. “Morning, Charles,” she said, already reaching for a cup. “The usual?”


“Yes, please.” Charles shuffled toward the counter, his worn brown coat hanging loosely from his thin frame.


Emma poured his coffee, and the steam curled upward. Charles preferred no lid—the old-fashioned way, he had once said—and she slid the cup across the counter. A few drops splashed, but he didn’t seem to notice.


“I’ll put this on your tab,” she said warmly.


He chuckled, wrapping his hands around the cup as though it were a precious gift. He took a slow sip, savoring it, but then tilted his head, staring at Emma. “Strange thing, time. Feels real… yet it isn’t.”


Emma paused mid-wipe. “Hmmm… I’m not sure what you mean.”


Charles opened his mouth to answer, but his eyes went blank. Confused, he forgot what he was going to say and turned away.


“Bye, Charles. Have a good day.”


He walked out the door just before the man wearing a plaid vest and bow tie strolled in. 


Emma tensed as she watched the man in the bow tie approach the counter, oblivious to the moment’s gravity. Could she do this simple task? Or was she a coward? The twist in her stomach indicated she was the latter. 


She politely greeted the man, “Good morning. What can I get you?”


“Morning,” he replied pleasantly. “I’ll have a cinnamon latte, please.”


“Name, please.”


“Edward.”


Emma’s hands trembled as she wrote his name on the cup. 


While making the latte, she risked a glance at him. She was struck by how ordinary he appeared. Edward looked like a lawyer, with his neatly combed hair, although he didn’t strike her as the argumentative type. Quiet. Reserved. A paper pusher, perhaps.


Why him? she wondered. Why does everything hinge on this man?


As she steamed the milk and dusted cinnamon across the foam, her nerves tightened like a knot pulling itself tighter and tighter. All I have to do is drop it. Just drop it. It’s nothing. It’s so small. Just a moment. Just a delay.


She approached the counter, holding out the cup with the lid firmly in place. “Edward!” she called out. 


The usual clatter of the coffee shop faded into the background, drowned out by the pounding of her heartbeat as the man in the bow tie stepped forward to retrieve his drink. 


Emma smiled to mask her fear as he reached for the latte. 


She loosened her grip. 


The cup started to fall. 


But before the cup struck the counter, Edward reacted with startling reflexes, catching it mid-drop. “Oh, close call!” he said with a light laugh, checking the cup for drips. “Don’t want that on my shirt.”


Emma nodded, unable to find any words, and the man in the bow tie walked away. The mission had been so simple, yet in that critical moment, she had failed. She gripped the counter as if it were the only thing keeping her anchored, her knuckles white as waves of fear and uncertainty washed over her. What disasters had she just set in motion? 


But one thought—shrouded with guilt—echoed louder than the rest: At least the monster won’t come for me.










~ 3 ~

Victorian House




TWILIGHT HAD SETTLED by the time Emma returned home. She closed the front door behind her, resting against it a moment before finding the energy to set the cat carrier down and release Max, who darted to his litter box. She stood there, wondering what would happen next. 


The three intruders had singled her out for a reason, and that monster had promised to revisit her if she performed the task. But she hadn’t. Never mind that her nerves betraying her was the only reason she had failed. She could only hope that the “missed opportunity” ended things between her and the intruders and the monster.


Emma removed her baseball cap, tossed it on the counter, and went into the kitchen to make herself some tea and feed Max his favorite moist food (which he sniffed with an air of mild disdain before finally deigning to eat). 


With a sigh of relief, she settled into the armchair with a steaming cup of chamomile tea. The floral scent wafted up to her nose as she wrapped herself in a cozy blanket. 


The evening shadows crept into the dimly lit room, and she kept glancing around, worried that someone, or something, would appear. But then she thought, Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe this was the end of it. No more threats. No more tasks.


Her wishful thinking evaporated when the air shimmered, and a ring of sparkling lights appeared in the center of the living room.


Emma sat up as the trio of intruders stepped through the portal.


Max, calmly drinking from his water bowl, froze mid-lick, droplets of water hanging from his whiskers. Though he no longer feared these strange beings, he was cautious of them. With a swish of his fluffy tail, he strutted across the room and leaped onto Emma’s lap, settling into the folds of her blanket, studying the intruders.


Kaelith spoke first. “You failed your mission, Emma. The timeline is now hurtling toward disaster for mankind, and we need you to undertake a new task to realign it before it’s too late.”


Emma felt a wave of guilt. “I… don’t understand,” she stammered. “I thought this was a one-time thing… and I missed it.”


Fenrik’s amphibious eyes blinked in an unnervingly slow and deliberate manner as he croaked out his reply, “It’s not over… There’s still time… but the window is… closing rapidly.”


“I’d… I’d rather not. You see, a monster came and…”


The temperature in the room plummeted. Emma’s breath hung in the air and goosebumps prickled her skin. Oh, no! She had felt this presence before.


In the murkiest corner, a shadow writhed and coiled, thickening into a malevolent mass. The air vibrated with an eerie, palpable force as the monster fully materialized, turning from a shadow into a body of scales and sinew. Its red eyes flickered alive, burning with malice, but at the sight of the three intruders, its eyes narrowed. “Well, Keepers, we meet again.”


The Keepers, or the intruders as Emma thought of them, said nothing as they stood, prepared to fight.


The monster turned toward Emma, and a cold shiver ran down her spine. Max hissed, arching his back.


A forced smile spread across the monster’s face, revealing rows of glistening teeth that caught the dim light like shards of blackened glass. “I came to congratulate you on a job… not done,” it purred sinisterly, ignoring the cat. “We shall become good friends, you and I.”


Emma wanted to scream, “Friends? With you? Never!” But she kept her mouth shut.


The monster stepped closer to her. 


Max, with a sudden burst of courage, launched himself from the chair, soaring through the air, claws extended, aiming straight for the monster, which chuckled with sinister amusement as it watched the cat hit against its armored hulk, falling back. 


Max, being agile, landed with all four paws on the floor, his tail lashing. He whipped around and sprinted back to Emma, planting himself between her and the monster, using his entire body as a shield.


Kaelith reached behind his back and unsheathed his sword. The blade flared to life, crackling with blue light that danced and sizzled along the silvery steel. 


Fenrik squeezed his bulbous eyes shut and pressed his webbed hands together as he chanted an ancient incantation in a deep, vibrant voice. Ancient runes shimmered into existence, pulsating in the air. 


Lifting her glowing hands, Seraphina cast a protective shield around Emma. The golden sphere enveloped her, humming with energy. Satisfied that Emma was protected, at least momentarily, she shouted, “We must get you out of here! Now!” 


Emma wanted to escape, but she couldn’t leave Max behind. 


She stepped toward her cat and was immediately blocked by hose-like tendrils erupting from the scaly ridge at the back of the monster’s neck. 


The tendrils writhed through the air, slithering over Emma’s golden sphere. 


They attacked in unison. Sparks of light crackled when the tendrils struck the shield, breaking it apart. 


They coiled around Emma’s body. Their flared ends hungrily latched onto her skin like leeches, an icy bite sinking deep as they drained her life force. 


Emma became weak, barely able to stand.


Kaelith swung his sword in a wide arc. A blaze of light sliced through the tendrils that stretched across the room from the monster’s neck to Emma. 


The monster screeched in pain and rage as its amputated tendrils whipped back and forth, flinging blackened blood, while its severed pieces fell at Emma’s feet, withering.


Meanwhile, Fenrik’s chant grew louder and his glowing runes began to swirl, expanding outward until their light swarmed the monster like golden bees, stinging its wounded tendrils.


Seraphina extended her hand. “Emma, come with me! Now!”


Though panicked and weak, Emma couldn’t accept Seraphina’s outstretched hand—not without Max, who remained standing between her and the monster, his eyes locked in defiance. Only a few steps separated her from her cat, yet it felt impossibly far. 


Emma managed to utter, “Max…” 


His right ear twitched when he heard his name, but he hesitated, torn between protecting her from this evil presence or running to her. 


“Max… come…”


Max obeyed. He broke away from the monster and leaped into her arms. Emma held onto him with what little strength she had left.


With a flick of her hand, Seraphina summoned a portal, took hold of Emma’s arm, and led her toward it. 


Kaelith and Fenrik followed close behind. The moment Kaelith crossed the threshold, he waved his hand, and the portal was sealed shut with a brilliant flash—preventing the monster from pursuing them.


Moving through time and place, Emma felt stretched thin and compressed all at once, as though every part of her was being pulled in different directions. The world had become a vortex of color and sound—of everything and nothing. She couldn’t think as she spun and spun through the dimensions of time.


When they finally emerged through the portal, Emma staggered. Her knees nearly buckled when her feet hit the floor, but she managed to hold onto Max, who let out a weak retch, overwhelmed by the chaos. She stroked his fur to soothe him, despite her own hands trembling, and in doing so, she soothed herself, finally feeling safe, for now. She sighed with relief, and then looked around.


They had arrived in the grand foyer of a beautiful Victorian mansion with ornate woodwork gracing every surface. Delicate moldings flowed along the towering ceiling. In the center was a sweeping staircase crafted out of polished mahogany. The banisters gleamed under the glow of the crystal chandelier. 


“This is a safe house,” Seraphina explained. “Many before you have found refuge within these walls. It exists both outside of time and within it, hidden from those who would seek to harm you. Here, you will have a room of your own, and the staff will attend to your every need. You can rest easy now, for you are safe within this sanctuary.”


As if on cue, the housekeeper and butler entered the foyer, their shoes clicking on the marble floor. Their appearance was strikingly human yet unmistakably mechanical. Their bodies, crafted from polished brass and copper, were intricately painted with lifelike details that almost fooled the eye at a distance. Up close, though, the precision of their construction—the joints and subtle seams where metal plates met betrayed their mechanical nature. 


“Welcome, Emma,” the housekeeper greeted her with a warm, though slightly monotone voice. “I am Clara, and this is James. We will assist you during your stay.”


Max peered curiously at the pair, whiskers twitching as he caught the faint metallic scent they exuded. Emma, still reeling from the whirlwind of recent events, nodded numbly.


Clara continued, “Your room is ready. Please, follow me.” With precise steps, she began ascending the grand staircase.


Emma, feeling the lingering fatigue in her limbs, stared up at the tall staircase, wondering if she had the strength to climb it.


Noticing her hesitation, Clara paused, her mechanical eyes softening in concern. “Forgive me. I should have asked if you needed assistance. James, would you be so kind as to help?”


Without a word, James stepped forward, and together, the two mechanical attendants gently supported Emma, who clung tightly to Max as she made her way up the stairs.


When they reached the landing, Emma assured them that she could walk on her own from there. With a polite bow, James excused himself, leaving Clara to lead Emma past the wood-paneled walls and the ornate, gas-lit sconces that pushed back the shadows.


At last, the housekeeper stopped in front of a heavy wooden door. She turned the brass handle and pushed it open, revealing an elegant room. At its center stood a majestic four-poster bed, its richly carved frame adorned with plush pillows and a golden satin comforter. An arched window overlooked the meticulously maintained garden where the hedge labyrinth stood, bathed in the moonlight.


“You may rest here,” Clara said, “If you need anything, simply ring the bell.” She pointed to a tapestry strap hanging from the ceiling, its end adorned with a decorative tassel.


“Thank you,” Emma said, her voice hoarse with exhaustion. 


After Clara closed the door, Emma went to the bed, setting Max down. He spun around, watching her, waiting to see what her next move would be. 


She pulled the elastic from her hair, letting her curls spill loose, then eased under the cool satin comforter. Max curled beside her. “What have I gotten myself into, Max?”


His green eyes stared at her. 


“Why do I feel that no matter what choice I made, the outcome would have been the same? It’s like destiny has a way of rolling over us, no matter what we think or want or do.”


“Meow?”


She turned her head and stared at the moon through the window. Somewhere at home, the moon shone over it too.










~ 4 ~

The Path Forward




CLARA’S METAL KNUCKLES rapped against the wooden door, the sound echoing down the silent hallway. “Emma?”


Emma stirred from a restless sleep, her eyes fluttering open. Her curls were tangled across the pillow, and there were shadows under her eyes. Her voice was rough. “Yes?”


“It’s Clara, the housekeeper. Breakfast is ready. I will wait here to escort you to the table.” 


Max pressed his cold nose against Emma’s cheek, bringing a smile to her face. For a few seconds, she forgot the weight of her new reality, lost in the simple comfort of her cat’s presence. Then she remembered that Clara was waiting. 


“Just a minute!” Emma called out, throwing back the covers. 


The moment her feet hit the floor, her body protested—weak, sore, as if every nerve still remembered the tendrils draining her life force. 


She was still wearing yesterday’s jeans and green polo. She hadn’t brought anything with her. The Keepers had given her a room and food, apparently. But clothes? She definitely needed to figure that out. 


Emma stepped to the oval mirror near the doorway. Her curls had exploded into a matted mess around her head. With a tired sigh, she grabbed the elastic band from the nightstand and pulled her hair into a ponytail, leaving a fuzzy ball at the back. She checked again. Still awful. “What’s the use?” she muttered. 


She opened the door. Max trotted out beside her.


Clara, who was an attentive housekeeper, immediately noticed Emma’s disheveled appearance. “I can bring some essentials for your bathroom,” she offered, her voice devoid of judgment. 


“Thank you,” Emma murmured, her cheeks warming with a hint of embarrassment. 


“And there are clothes in the closet you may find suitable.”


“Won’t they mind?”


“They? Oh… no. There’s no need to worry. You can wear whatever you like.”


Emma nodded, assuming the closet was filled with random sizes meant for any guest who happened to arrive.


Clara led her down the grand staircase. When they stepped into the foyer, she turned left, entering the morning room—a cozy space adjacent to the kitchen where the early sunlight poured through the beveled glass windows.


“Please, have a seat,” Clara said before going into the kitchen. She stood at a counter preparing a tray with food, plates and sparkling glassware. 


Max sat on the floor beside Emma’s chair, lifting his nose to sniff the aromas drifting from the kitchen. 


It wasn’t long before Clara returned with a tray laden with a simple yet elegant breakfast: fresh fruit, golden croissants, a small pot of homemade jelly and hard-boiled eggs. She set the plates and bowls before Emma with the efficiency of someone who had performed this task countless times. “If you need anything else, please let me know.” The housekeeper returned to clean the kitchen.


Max let out a pointed “meow,” a gentle reminder of his presence.


Emma looked down at him and smiled. “Max, would you like an egg?”


He purred and nuzzled against her jeans. 


She chopped one of the hard-boiled eggs into bite-sized pieces. Just as she was about to set his dish on the floor, Max sprang onto the chair beside her, then deftly climbed onto the table, perching next to his plate. Emma shot a quick look toward the kitchen, searching for any sign of disapproval from Clara. But the housekeeper was busy washing a pan and didn’t look her way. 


Assuming that Max’s presence on the table wasn’t a problem, at least until Clara returned, Emma whispered, “I’m so glad you’re here. I don’t know how I’d do this alone.” Max ate the chopped egg as she spread jelly on a croissant and took a bite. “Oh, my God, this is so delicious! Flaky and moist.”


Clara, in the midst of drying a pan, turned her head slightly, allowing a small smile. “Thank you. I made them fresh this morning.” She noticed the cat on the table, but she didn’t seem to mind. 


Still savoring the croissant, Emma asked, “Do you know what I’m supposed to do here?”


“It’s not for me to say,” Clara replied, her tone returning to its formal reserve. 


Emma ate her breakfast in silence. When she finished, she pushed her plate to the side. 


Clara noticed immediately and walked into the morning room. “It’s time to meet with the Keepers. Please follow me.” 


Dread settled over Emma as she rose. What do they expect of me now? Were they angry? Disappointed? The questions nagged at her with every step. Max padded alongside her, his whiskers twitching as he took in the unfamiliar surroundings.


The housekeeper led her down a corridor that seemed to stretch on forever. It was wider than the upstairs hallway, and the walls were lined with portraits of stern-faced figures whose eyes followed her. Emma was sure one even blinked.


At the end of the corridor was a dark-wood door with a brass handle that caught the morning sun spilling through a narrow window alcove. Clara opened the door, gestured for Emma to enter, and then left to attend to her other duties. 


Emma hesitantly stepped inside. The den was a study in opulence and history with its rich wood paneling and a fully stocked bar at the far end—a relic of a bygone era in which gentlemen would retire after grand dinners, indulging in cigars and brandy, their laughter and conversation now echoes in the air. 


At the center of the room, the three Keepers stood waiting for her. Kaelith, broad-shouldered, stern and battle-worn, pointed at a high-backed leather chair. “Please have a seat. There’s much to discuss.”


Emma lowered herself into the chair. The cool leather pressed against the back of her arms. She felt out of place, an imposter. The Keepers looked like ancient warriors and mystics, while she looked a mess in her dirty clothes and frizzy ponytail. 


Max jumped onto Emma’s lap, crouching low. Torn between shielding her and hiding behind her, he tucked himself into her arms. 


Kaelith said, “We need to explain why Nocturna attacked you.”


“Wait—the monster’s name is Nocturna?” Emma blurted out.


Seraphina cautioned, “Shhh… we must not say its name again. Names hold power. We do not wish to summon it or its army. From now on, we will refer to it as the ‘Dark One.’”


“Okay, but Kaelith said it first—”


“True,” Seraphina conceded, “but we will say it no more.”


Kaelith cleared his throat, a subtle note of impatience. “As I was saying… the Dark One is the entity we fought in your home. But, before I continue, do you have any more questions?”


Emma shook her head, pressing her lips together to keep from saying something she might regret. She didn’t want another confrontation. Asking the name of the monster had seemed reasonable to her, but obviously, there were rules she had yet to learn.


“Very well, let me explain. The Dark One is an extremely powerful being. It commands an army of malevolent soldiers and seeks to distort Earth’s timeline—corrupting it until mankind falls under its control.


“However, you can help prevent this. Your actions, although seemingly small, ripple through time, influencing events in ways you can’t yet comprehend. You are crucial to maintaining the web that binds time.”


“How is that possible? And why does it have to be me?”


“Because you possess a unique gift—the ability to weave time. But if you fail, the timeline will plunge further into darkness where fear, suffering and cruelty prevail.”


Emma shook her head. “Sorry, but I think you’ve got the wrong person—”


“There is no one else,” Kaelith replied firmly. “There is only one Time Weaver per era. And you, Emma, are the Time Weaver for yours.” He rested his arm on the hilt of his large knife tucked in his belt. His dark brown eyes didn’t waver as he stared at her. 


Emma’s heart quickened. Time Weaver? She wasn’t sure she liked the sound of it. She wasn’t sure she liked any of this. She certainly hadn’t done anything to warrant the title. She glanced at the door, wondering if there was any way to escape this situation. But she knew there wasn’t. And even if there were, how would she leave this place?


She looked at each of the Keepers but couldn’t hold their gazes. Her eyes dropped down to Max, her fingers nervously stroking the soft fur between his ears. Still not looking up, she finally spoke, barely above a whisper. “I didn’t sign up for this.”


“It’s your destiny, Emma,” Kaelith said, his voice gruff, yet with a tinge of understanding, knowing how difficult this situation was for her. “There’s no use fighting your destiny. We all have one.”


“I don’t think so. I’m pretty sure I would’ve noticed some signs by now. Maybe a vision… or weird time flux.” 


Seraphina explained, “With the death of the previous Time Weaver of your era, the baton was passed to you. That was when you became a Time Weaver.”


“Death?”


“We all die,” Kaelith answered.


“Yes, but I don’t want to die young. I want to grow old and—”


Fenrik’s croaking voice interrupted Emma’s concerns. “We need your help… to set things right… The dark forces will stop… at nothing to ensure… their version of the future… is the victor.”


Kaelith interjected, “Surely the future of mankind is worth your time. Wouldn’t you agree?”


The weight of it all crushed Emma. She had already failed once—something as simple as spilling a latte. What if she failed again? What if she succeeded? So many unknowns. Perhaps with proper training, years of it, and warriors by her side, she could do this. But alone? No, not alone.


Seraphina sensed Emma’s spiraling thoughts. “You are stronger than you know, Emma. We have faith in you.”


“Thanks, I guess. But you don’t know me.” Emma was embarrassed that her insecurity was so apparent. Her heart started to beat faster. She took deep breaths to calm herself.


“Don’t worry. We are here to help you through this. We know it’s all new for you.” 


Seraphina’s words soothed the edges of Emma’s panic—just enough for her to breathe again, enough for her to find the courage to ask, “If I agree to this… what happens next?”


“The Seers will find the right time for your next mission. Until then, we wait.”


Fenrik’s throat inflated as he spoke, “It took the effort… of many Seers… to pinpoint the exact moment… when the least effort would suffice… to modify the current timeline… and rebalance it… But that moment… has been lost… They will search again… for the right time and place…where your presence… will restore the timeline. 


“All we ask is… don’t leave this house… It would be best… if you didn’t interact… with anyone out there… otherwise… it makes the Seers’ job… more complicated.”


“Can I meet these Seers?” Emma asked.


Fenrik studied her with suspicion. “For what… purpose?”


“Validation?”


Fenrik sighed, closing his round, protruding eyes. His webbed hands pressed together as if praying for patience.


Before his frustration could deepen, Seraphina said with a warm smile, “Emma, I’m sure you’ll have many more questions. But for now, why not rest in your room? Lunch is at noon, and Clara is an exceptional cook. And if you get bored, you can explore the house. Only the other guest rooms are off-limits, so enjoy yourself. We have a laboratory, a parlor that serves as the music room, an atrium, a library filled with books from throughout the ages, and the kitchen is open to you if you wish to make your own food or drinks. And, of course, there’s the sanctum, a chamber of study beneath the house.”


Emma recognized the subtle but polite dismissal. One more thing she had no control over. “I think I’ll go lie down for a bit. I’m pretty tired.” She rose from the chair, holding Max close to her chest, finding the courage to ask, “And if I don’t want to do this?” 


The Keepers looked at her; their solemn eyes couldn’t hide their disappointment. 


“We hope you will, but the choice is yours,” Seraphina said.


Emma lingered a moment, uncertain if she had permission to leave.


Fenrik opened his round eyes wider. “You may go…”


Relieved, Emma stepped out of the den and walked down the long corridor, avoiding eye contact with the portraits on the wall. Behind her, the Keepers watched until she vanished around the corner into the foyer.


Kaelith folded his arms. “Do you think she’ll be willing to do this?”


Seraphina stood perfectly still, her celestial gown moving around her. “She has to,” she said quietly. “We need her.” 


She lifted her hand. A swirl of light blossomed into a portal, and the three of them stepped through it one by one.
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