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With one quick snap of the Sanzor’s powerful jaw, Zirrul was gone. The astral pixie’s cut-off squeak shook her being with horrific finality. A flash of its escaping life force illuminated the inside of the snake-like creature’s mouth reflecting off its glowing fangs. They had become complacent, had stumbled into danger, had ignored the warnings. Soon, she would follow her friend’s descent into nothingness.

She pushed herself along the shifting sands of the astral planes as the Sanzor slithered towards her no longer satisfied with such small prey. A bigger treat awaited. Its hot breath sent glittery particles of the netherworld cascading over its slick curved head, its forked tongue of glowing pink flicking at the air following her every move. Yellow eyes, piercing and sinister, bore into her bringing paralyzing fear of the creature’s approach. No time for grief, no time to attempt an escape.

“Feast...more energy.... feast....” the creature’s broken words formed in her mind. Thankful for Gordy’s language spell she had consumed shortly before entering, it did nothing to quell her concern about becoming dinner.

“Lux trabem!” she shouted while raising a hand. Vibrant white light materialized at her palm; a blinding beam of radiance fired forth.

Her magic attack hit the Sanzor along its back section causing it to jerk erratically and roll halting its approach. Its heavy frame thudded and beat at the sand as its mouth opened and closed as if screeching in agony. A twisted tail lashed at the ground and darted through the air creating quick streaks of astral energy in its wake.  A blistering hole formed where her spell had landed leaving the massive snake-like creature’s inner fluids leaking out with bubbling and black wetness.

Willing her body to move, she stumbled to her feet and backed away from the creature’s pained thrashing. It sensed her movement rolling itself back into position, a resounding hiss echoing from a bloody sand-filled mouth as its tongue curled and flicked in time with its darting eyes. Sliding back, it began to pull into itself, preparing to fire towards her. A last-ditch effort to claim prey.

“Not today you bastard.” She raised her hand. “Lucidum murum,” she spoke as a wall of bright light formed in front of her.

Focusing her power, she allowed her spell to widen, to grow higher upon channeled use. Pushing it forward with her mind, it glided effortlessly over the sand smashing into the Sanzor sending sparks of light and pinkish energy exploding into the air. Bits of the destroyed creature drifted to the ground. She watched as they dematerialized and vanished before her eyes as if it never was, never would be again. Now, left in silence, she would forever be a party of one.

Her heart ached; her head throbbed. The loss echoing through her body, she dissipated her magic and took quick breaths while holding a hand over her chest fighting back tears. Zirrul had accompanied her here and had since bonded with her even after they had once found themselves at odds with each other. She had promised the tiny newly created pixie she would get it safely back to its kind, she had failed.

What had started as a mission to find a way to reverse her Keeper status and find the whereabouts of a child born while she lay dormant in a magical coma, had quickly spiraled into a struggle to survive in this uncharted and otherworldly land beyond her reality. She was a foreigner here, a human in a non-human land. It showed. The hits kept coming and she was over their casual appearance in her life.  

“I’m so sorry my friend,” she whispered to the air. Fresh tears stung at her eyes and rolled down her cheeks. “Thank you, for everything.” Kissing two fingers, she raised them slightly wishing it could have been different, wishing it would have been easier.

The need for food, water, and rest was easily solved among the astral planes under the influence of a powerful spell allowing her entry. A boon when one systematically doesn’t exist. The loss of a traveling companion and friend not one of the added benefits. The loss of her backpack shortly after arriving containing items given to her by Lee and Myrna along with a group photo she cherished could also be added to the list of negatives. 

Wiping her face, she peered into the sky. Its twisting array of oil-like orange, purples, and streaks of pinks and blues offered little solace, even less concern. She was alone, lost more so than she had been starting, worried about her future more so than she cared to admit. 

Across the horizon as far as her eyes could take in, brief flashes of blue and white light lit up the sky sparking off the drifting planes and shifting sands. Too numerous to count, too continuous to be considered random. The spirits of the newly departed entering past the veil, the souls of the lost escaping into heaven and hell. Forever energy, a past life no longer hindered by the entrapment of skin. She envied them, almost.

Brushing off her backside and legs, she marveled at the tingly sensation of energized sand, the magic that it exuded with the slightest touch, and the power it contained. It still amazed her to be here alive when so many countless millions were never afforded that luxury as the existence of these magical lands was never revealed to the living.

She had entered a seeker, a searcher, and had sacrificed her previous life driven by her goals. Determined, prideful, and overly stubborn, she had been fueled by the turmoil raging inside her, the emotions too strong to ignore. Refusing to listen to reason, she had empowered herself to the extreme and slipped past the veil, never once expecting to survive among these realms, but hopeful she would, thankful she had.

Her mind kept tabs on it all, her eyes kept piecing together this forever realm, these planes of existence. It frightened her at times, it exhilarated as often never once diluting its splendor, its enormous depth of available knowledge. 

She had entered brave to a fault and, as she stood there deciding right or left, she realized that power remained. Pushed into action, she followed her heart, head, and a fated destination. A mother knows the way, a woman feels. She needed answers not found scribbled into ancient texts. Having arrived here hunting for her newborn child and a way to reverse it all for good, she wanted the release, the freedom, the satisfaction. She took a breath. The right would do for now, and with that, she traveled.


***
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WALKING WHAT FELT LIKE hundreds of miles across shifting sands that sparkled with energized force, she eventually stopped. Dunes sprinkled with life spread themselves out as far as she could see, an endless desert of creation. The openness, the feeling of forever filled every corner of her sight.

At times, she felt as if she were drifting through space with each sponge-like step deeper into this hidden world. The tiniest speck of planets and stars bespeckled the blackness above where the swirls of colors were absent drawing her attention to their presence, to the unfolding universe beyond her reality. The astral planes demanded a steady stream of magical payment when a still-living body desired its secrets. 

In the distance, outcroppings of rocks to the left jutted high into the sky traveling a great length outward before slowly dipping back to the ground. Oranges and pale tans magnified under the sky’s shifting display as fields of what resembled golden grass swayed in an imaginary breeze. It was as if she had wandered into mountainous terrain at the very edge of a desert. It was reminiscent of her time in Utah that had started this journey, it felt comforting, oddly familiar.

To her right, a thick tree trunk wound its way upward. Its top branches appeared almost completely pressed flat spanning outward for what she could only assume were miles of twisting and faintly glowing green. A sight to behold and one that made her question its overall mechanics. Nothing here was scientifically correct, nothing here followed any rules.

“Niles would have loved seeing that,” she mouthed taking in its splendor. “He’d probably want to climb it; I totally wouldn’t blame him.” 

She felt the warmth of memories and giggled imagining Gordy racing after him, the clumsy goof most likely falling on his bottom. She reflected on how Truddie Mae would have called out to them to be careful before shaking her tired head at their antics. She missed them, she always would. Wishing they could be here to join her; she knew in her heart it could not be. Her decision to come here was met with resistance, with ultimatums. It never stopped the longing, never ceased the flow of emotions.

Shaking her head, those fond memories faded away as she focused. The energy utilized to remain among these magical lands was fading and with that would come the others. It had happened a few times before, always a creeping warning, a whisper of its existence at her neck. Her ability to magically blend in would diminish without a recharge leaving her vulnerable to perish here, leaving her pinging like a radar to them.

At first, she hadn’t realized until it was almost too late. A spark of light, a loop of faint static-laced speech, and a tingling sensation across her bare arms. Soon, she was seeing and hearing the souls of the departed and watched them edge closer to her. Sensing her among their shimmering frames and streaks of previous lives, they had come. It called to them, her magic, her lifeforce. Those that clung to her reality instantly recognized it, others meandered ever closer hoping to siphon off some sliver of a way back using her charged body. 

The spell she had learned from the Chronicles in Truddie Mae’s attic solved most of the problems. It offered her resistance to their sticky interest and probing, shielded her from their greedy pursuits. It empowered her to continue, roared inside her with nearly limitless power before ever slowly ticking away with each cast. The only thing proven that it could not do in her time here was save her from the astral creatures that viewed her as a tasty treat, an encroaching enemy, a victim. Always on her toes had become the new way of surviving.

“Posse astral,” she spoke raising her hand in front of her body. 

A wave of energy spread itself from her palm. White light surged into brilliance from her fingertips as red energy trailed off in twisting tendrils. She felt the boost instantly warm her insides as her enacted spell raced through her entire body. The veil briefly flickered before her, red translucency reflecting her image. Every nerve, every fiber of her being felt exhilarated, charged, and electrified to the maximum as she took quick breaths letting it run its course throughout her system.

Exhaling, she shook her hand dissipating the spell’s continued use. It would stay in place until the charge began to fade and until needed again. Lingering flares of colors drifted to the sky and faded out of sight. She smiled, the renewed energy tickling her body as if she were wrapped in static. Rubbing her hands together, she looked out taking a moment to decide which area to explore next.

“Hmmm,” she pondered out loud rubbing at her chin. “The giant rocks or that weird tree?”

“I suggest, neither,” a male voice whispered from behind.

Her heart froze, breath stalling in her chest. Startled, she jerked upright and swiveled on her heels. Her mind was a torrent of fear, of surprise. Empty air greeted her as she stood there panic-stricken and unable to move or even speak.

The scent of decaying animal wafted past her nose making her stomach turn. She scrunched her face at the offensive odor. Something brushed past her arm. The sense of cold mingling with dark magic penetrated her mind as it scrambled to understand it, to compare it to her memories. A spark of red-tinted light erupted from her skin followed by a sizzling sound and the scent of plastic burning. Bracing for an attack, she raised both hands to her chest as two beady yellow eyes materialized in front of her face blinking rapidly, looking pissed.

“That didn’t work out as well as I’d had hoped,” a male spoke, his deep voice tinged with agitation. “What is about humans recently and their stupid protections?” 

A male figure formed before her. Shifting and twisting streams of grays and blacks fanned past his body as he came into focus shaking his hand and blowing air across pointed fingers. She was in complete shock, confused. She wanted to speak, wanted to run. Standing there in torn jeans, a black jacket, and combat boots busy waving burnt fingers through the air to cool them was a man, alive.

“How... how...”

The man stopped and glared before rolling his eyes. “Are we seriously going to go through this all over again?” he questioned.

“Leave her alone, Baz,” a female spoke from behind him appearing on waves of soft-lit energy wearing a fully white suit of some sort that looked as if she were about to headline a concert. She brushed long strands of golden brown hair from her shoulder and smiled. “It’s not as if her kind sees us daily.”

“They could only be so lucky,” the man named Baz responded. “Then again, they’d be dead which is fine by me.” He sneered at her; his disdain evident. “Is she the one, is this the troublemaker?”

“Excuse me?”

The woman lifted her head and casually sniffed at the air. “I believe it is,” she replied as eyes appearing as glowing full moons sparkled with knowledge. “Are you Leesa?” 

“How do you know... my name?” she stuttered out.

“We know a great many things,” the woman calmly spoke. “We were sent by your human companions. Amid the planes, we followed your energy signature to arrive here after you cast that spell.”

“Sent to find me?” she questioned pointing at herself. “Who?”

The man sighed. Sliding past the woman, he stood at her side and looked down on her as if she were a toddler trying to make out shapes and colors for the first time. His attitude was off-putting, her level of distrust about them both on full alert.

“Let’s make this quick, shall we?” he urged with a hurry-up motion. “An old black woman summoned us and told us we needed to stop you from destroying the universe. The spell you’re using to wander recklessly around the astral planes is breaking apart the veil, and in your stupendously selfish search for a baby and a way back to normalcy, you’ll inadvertently split apart space and time thus snuffing out creation, heaven, which is fine by me, and hell, which is not fine by me.”

He took a deep breath and motioned for the woman to carry on without him. She stood there staring at them. It didn’t make any sense; it didn’t add up. Did the other Keepers plan this out, was there something else to consider? His words jumbled into her head all vying for a top spot, none making the information any clearer. She eyed the female, waiting and hoping for clarification.

“He speaks the truth,” the woman finally answered. 

“But... but how? Was it Truddie Mae that sent you? Who are you, or what are you?”

“My name is Nisia and this is Baz,” the woman responded. “I am a light bringer, and he is a dark weaver; we appear to you as human because it fits your species.”

She shook her head. More confusion, even fewer answers. “I don’t—”

“Listen,” Baz huffed cutting her off, “we appear this way because your kind couldn’t possibly understand or visualize our true forms, it’s that simple.” He sighed. “We’re supposed to stop you by either sending you back or killing you outright. It’s your call. Honestly, I’d prefer the second option if only to end this back and forth banter.”

She tensed up, the fear sneaking in. The very real possibility of dying before accomplishing her main goals surfaced in her mind. It was something she hadn’t considered, something she would refuse to let happen if it called for it. She wasn’t about to leave, about to die so easily. 

“You can certainly try if you must,” she boasted standing her ground and eyeing him. “You’ll find I’m more than just hair and teeth. My bite is way worse than my bark.”

“Oh,” Baz said tickled by her sudden fighting spirit. “I do love a challenge.” He raised an index finger and traced the curve of his mouth with a long pointed fingernail. 

“Enough,” Nisia spoke out trying to quell their growing agitation. “We were sent to stop you as your goals threaten all of existence. I’d prefer to not have your death on our hands if it can be helped. Certainly, we can reach an agreement that benefits us all?”

“I’m not leaving until I find my child,” she defiantly told them. 

“The more you use that spell, the weaker the veil becomes,” Nisia said. “Surely you can see where that would warrant some concern, for us all.”

“Then I guess I better hurry up, surely you can see how this is wasting time.”

“She’s a feisty one,” Baz commented giving her a quick wink. “I like that.”

“Please,” Nisia said, “you cannot continue.”

Turning from them, she began to walk away. She felt the slightest wisp of energy across her bare arm. A static discharge sent hairs standing at attention as a brief flash of yellow-tinged light forced her to turn back. Nisia yelped and pulled her hand back as smoke spiraled from her burnt fingertips, the sting of her astral empowerment spell protecting her once more from the light bringer’s touch.

“This, this cannot be,” Nisia proclaimed eyeing her singed fingers with shock.

“Yeah, not a pleasant feeling, huh?” Baz teased. “It’s that spell she’s using, blocks us out.”

“I didn’t mean to do it; I didn’t know it would do that.”

“Something to consider,” Nisia said not amused. “Now, we’ll have to either reach an agreement to end this amicably or find new ways to ensure it finally does.”

“I’m not leaving here until I find out what happened to my child.”

“Here we go again,” Baz said huffing. “Why the determination, might we ask?”

She felt her body stiffen as agitation and frustration simmered away filling her cheeks with red hot anger. Forming a fist, she glared at them. They would never understand the feelings of motherhood, the feelings of having a child deleted from your life never to be seen again, the feelings of giving birth and not being able to see, touch, or ever feel that child near you.

She had been possibly assaulted, raped while in a coma for some nefarious purpose. From it, a child had been born wrapped in magic, one that would not be erased due to the laws of Keepers. She couldn’t, wouldn’t let it happen again, ever again. The rage boiled inside; it needed a release.

“I gave birth without my permission or knowledge and my baby was sent through the veil months ago. It’s still alive, I can feel its magical energy. I’ll be damned if I’m forced to leave another child behind because of me being a Keeper. I didn’t ask for all this, but you can bet your ass I’m not going to stand for it any longer.”

“Stubborn, but understandable,” Baz commented. 

“Honestly, I don’t give a shit what you think,” she told the dark weaver. “I’m not here for you, I’m not here for anything but my baby and to find a way out from being turned into a Keeper. I don’t want this life, never did. You can either stand there and look stupid or you can help. I don’t mean anything here harm, but I’ll fight every fucking thing out here that tries to stop me until my last breath.”

“Noted, and touché,” he said offering her a slight nod.

“Normally this would have been handled in our favor,” Nisia spoke up, “but considering the spell’s influence keeping you fully protected and offering you a chance to walk these planes unhindered, it seems we have to rethink our strategy, for the time being.”

“If what we’ve heard is true, we’ll need to ensure you don’t do anything rash such as, shall we say, unleash a threat that would destroy everything.” Baz eyed her before slipping into a devilish grin. “If it comes down to it, you’ll be dust within seconds.”

She paused thinking about his words. “What have you heard about me?”

Nisia said, “we were led to believe you would unleash an ancient evil that would ultimately destroy the entire universe in pursuit of your goals.”

“I guess you’ll have to help me, so it doesn’t come to that,” she told them both. “The less time I spend here the better, but I want what I want. I have questions, they need answers and I’m not leaving until I get them.” 

“Indeed,” Baz offered, “it seems our assistance is our only option, that is until we can figure out a way to destroy you, but you know not your concern. Besides, if not us then surely the others will rise to thwart their demise at the hands of a human, it’s only a matter of time.”

“Uh-huh,” she said. “If I still had my backpack, I would have probably already found what I was looking for and took off. I’m not sure how it would have—”

“Wait,” Nisia cut her off. “You brought earthly items to the planes?”

“Yes, my backpack,” she replied. “It contained a picture, and a few items imbued with magic.”

“That certainly changes things,” Baz said shaking his head while looking down.  

“It certainly does,” Nisia commented, the look of worry on her face darkening her angelic glow.

“Why’s that an issue?”

“Earthly possessions generally never end up among the planes. Anything that has managed to break through the veil and remained intact will leave an energy source, a beacon associated with it that will pull the interest of lost souls, of creatures. It could potentially disrupt the balance of the planes, even more so if they were charged with magical energy.”

“A lousy backpack? Really?”

“In the darkness, are you not drawn to the light?” Nisia asked. “Do you not desire the warmth when your body is cold? Do you not hunger and move towards the—”

“Ok, I got it,” she said cutting her off. 

“Where or when did you lose it?” 

“Shortly after I arrived here. I fell, and it slipped off. By the time I got up to recover it, it was gone. The sand seemed to swallow it, pull it down where I couldn’t find it anymore. I tried to seek it with magic, draw it to me, but nothing worked.”

“We’ll have to split up,” Nisia told her. “We have to retrieve it and get you and it out of here.”

“One problem becomes two,” Baz commented, “such is life when it comes to mortals.”

“Nevertheless,” Nisia added, “it will need to be corrected.”

“I’ll go,” Baz said. “Although I’d personally like to see the human suffer for eternity as her soul is consumed, I’d be better served going about collecting her lost merchandise.”

“How thoughtful,” she chided completely over his snobby attitude and sense of superiority.

“If you’re sure?” Nisia questioned.

Baz nodded. “Might as well, this party is getting stale.”

“Pull two strands of hair from your head,” Nisia directed her. “Place them on the sand since we cannot pluck them free ourselves. It will allow him a chance to locate your belongings.”

She nodded. Not fully understanding, she knew better not to ask when it came to magic. Leaving her belongings here would serve no purpose other than littering. If Nisia’s reaction was any proof of the danger it would pose to the astral planes, she wanted to get them back, sooner rather than later. Tugging at a few strands of her dark hair, she yanked them free from her scalp never once breaking eye contact with them, and laid them at her feet.

Taking a step back, she watched as Baz bent down and retrieved them. Sniffing at them, he seemed to ride waves of desire as his beady yellow eyes hinted at the allure. Twisting them between his fingers, he brought them to his mouth and whispered some phrase that made no sense before letting them fall from his grasp. 

As they fell, each strand glowed brilliant purple before disappearing having never touched the ground. She felt a swirl of magic around her that quickly calmed. Seconds of silence later, a lit orb of deep purple formed slightly above her head. No bigger than a ping-pong ball, the orb slowly rotated as illumination flickered away inside it like a tiny votive candle.

Several feet behind Baz and Nisia, another illuminated orb appeared hovering in the air and rotating slowly. The orb above her pulsed once and faded from view as Baz turned from her to peer at the one further behind them all.

“It seems I’m heading in that direction,” he spoke dismissing them with a hand. “How festive.”

His body shimmered on ripples of black energy before he vanished. She could feel his power push from her body, the emptiness of his absence, the wafting stench of his breath receding. She could almost imagine seeing combat booted footprints randomly appear in the spongy astral sand further away as he traveled. She knew he never would, the whereabouts of darkness was never that obvious.

“Why would he say it was festive?” she asked.

“Because that direction leads to a concentration of light bringers, that direction is an area we largely patrol. He will most likely face resistance, if not glorious death.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know, I didn’t mean—”

“No worries,” Nisia nonchalantly stopped her apology, “his survival is not my concern.”

“Seems rather cold,” she commented as Nisia shrugged.

To her, it seemed oddly indifferent considering the woman’s angelic nature. Having never met a light bringer or a dark weaver before, their interactions and lack of emotion were unsettling. How could a species that had been molded from a heavenly source act so uncaring about life? Wasn’t all life valued in some aspect? It unnerved her. Nisia picked up on her thoughts and unspoken concerns clearing her throat to speak. 

“While I do value life, the astral planes are not as they appear in your reality. Things are different here, follow a more black and white balance.”

“Caring doesn’t cost a thing,” she added as if she could sway the woman’s feelings.

“Had it not been for me joining Baz to find you we would not be discussing my lack of emotional attachment to a lesser demon.”

“Fair enough,” she said.

“I suspected as much,” the woman nodded. “Now, use your energy and pick a course of action. Let your feelings and desires lead the way.”

She turned from Nisia and looked out across the expanse of the astral planes. The rocks to the left, the giant tree to the right all seemingly drifting along a slow-moving river of color-filled sky. She lowered her eyes and focused, ideas and desires, wants, and needs rising to the surface. A child, her child was out there somewhere, someplace. A child of magic, a conspiracy she wanted to solve. Rising her hands up, she urged her energy to blossom outward, to spread its influence across the planes aiding her in her quest.

A faint sparkle of light was brought into existence in the direction of the rocks. Shimmering down as if someone had sprinkled a handful of glitter from the sky, its gold and silver colorings drifted to the ground below and faded. Her power had offered a direction, her heart had offered the fuel to continue.

“It appears your way has been chosen,” Nisia offered. 

“I guess it has.”

“Shall we continue onward?”

“We shall,” she told her as Nisia came to her side.

“Lead the way, light mage.”

“I intend to,” she said and did just that.  



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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Transferring several breakfast sausages to a nearby plate, she turned off the burner. Heading to the kitchen table, she sat down and peered at the wall clock while sipping her coffee. The morning had found them busy in the kitchen. They had family coming home soon, returning from abroad. The combined excitement of she and Sam had her scurrying about as if royalty was expected, along with their appetites. The air was energized, happy thoughts filled the darkened corners their lives had been for days.

Sam sat across her happily devouring a plate of pancakes. While his leg nervously twitched, he kept shooting glances at the same wall clock that kept drawing her attention. The minutes kept ticking by, their anxiousness no closer to being quenched.

“How much longer?” he asked swallowing a wad of food and washing it down with a sip of milk.

“Shouldn’t be much longer,” she replied. “When Niles texted me earlier, they had landed in Orlando and were driving back.”

“Why drive? I thought he could just teleport back here.”

“He didn’t say, but I’m sure it’s bound to be some good gossip.” She rubbed her chin lost in the possibilities. “Maybe they’re just too tired and decided to drive in, could be anything.”

“Well, I wish they’d hurry up. I’m about as twitchy as a flea coated dog in an empty bathtub.”

She chuckled at the comparison. “That’s pretty damn twitchy.”

“Damn straight,” he said smirking causing her to giggle before they both stole glances at the oval clock once more on the nearby wall.

The seconds crawled by, the minutes and hours an even longer jaunt. Her weary eyes had blurred through the night continuously peering at her bedside alarm clock. Her mind raced over the possibilities. Her heart skipped a beat with every creak of the old house, every squeak from the wildlife beyond her property. Restless sleep had claimed her, the emotions only stalled until her eyes finally saw the morning sun lift itself beyond the edge of darkness. Thankful for strong coffee, she knew her body could only carry on at the edge of her seat for so long until the inevitable crash would happen.  

Ever since she and Sam had concocted a makeshift spell to bring others like them to the forefront, her mind and body had been riddled with nervous tension, fear, and a smidge of hope. The biggest threat of their lives, possibly even the entire universe, had slithered from the shadows leaving them both desperate for solutions.

She was hopeful other Keepers would appear and turn up to help, regardless if they walked a darker path. The extra help would be needed. The trouble in their lives no longer simple veil issues and wonky spell casters up to no good. This time, for them all, the situation had reached critical.

The choices and actions were many, the small sliver of a safe fix quickly deteriorating before them. Timelines had been disrupted. Mirrored clones of themselves had shown up to create havoc and that, to her, was the smallest of their overall concerns. The rest centered on the veil, something that systematically coated the entire planet and was accessible nearly everywhere. It was suffering and eroding quicker than she ever thought possible, leaving this world vulnerable to dangers even she feared could not be stopped. Problems on top of issues wrapped in situations. A blow to the heart, a kick to the head. 

With everything else going on, emotions still weighed heavily on her tumultuous thoughts. She feared she would never see Dusty again and, at one time, had also feared for the lives of both Gordy and Niles. One issue was soon to be resolved, the other kept her chewing on her bottom lip more than she cared to admit. Things had changed leading up to the tribrid’s push through the veil, more important changes had been made in his absence along with discoveries that shifted around everything they knew.

It all seemed to gravitate around Leesa’s quest, her hunt for a magical baby, and a reversal to her Keeper life. The declaration from her clone neck-deep in a forest inside a silver camping trailer had only escalated the perceived younger woman’s status as a minor inconvenience to a major troublemaker. Having to send Dusty through to stop Leesa’s possible universe ending trip had seemed a no-brainer at the time, especially with information gathered from Valda. It had been their only choice, the only feasible option.

Later, as more information came to light, more dramatic actions had been required. Having to join forces with a light bringer and a dark weaver to ensure the entire planet didn’t suddenly go for a picnic among the planes had been an unfortunate added burden. Coupled with her younger body being destroyed, Valda losing the good fight, and a host of other problems to worry over it was still unbelievable she hadn’t succumbed to it all and ended up hidden away and blubbering in the hall closet while chewing her nails to the bone. Stress, maximum overload. The joy of a magical life.   

“Can I ask a stupid question?” Sam asked shaking her from her rollercoaster ride of worries.

“Almost every time,” she teased.

He smirked before his face hardened. “I’ve been thinking about a lot of things lately,” he waited for her to nod that it was ok to continue, “and I wanted to ask your opinion on some things that I never figured out.”

She took a sip of her coffee and placed the cup back down interested and pleased to not be in her head for a change. “Go ahead,” she directed. “I may not know myself, but maybe together we can figure it out.”

“Remember Charla?” 

“How could I forget?” she replied. “What about her?”

“Well, when I talked with the guys about her, they mentioned something about her having help.”

“What do mean?”

“Like, it was thought that she escaped into the veil the first time to avoid that Harvester thing but found a way back here. Do you think one of the clones helped her leave and come back?”

“It’s entirely possible,” she offered. “I know it wasn’t the old me because I share all her memories, and all here failed attempts to stop Leesa’s little slip-up. It could have been one of the others.”

“Hmm...”

“Why?”

“Just curious if maybe the clones have been here longer than we thought or if maybe it was part of a timeline they tried to fix and somehow it got damaged and ended up in ours.”

“That’s some heavy thinking for a boy your age,” she said taken aback by his in-depth thoughts on their magical lives. “I can’t say for sure but there’s a lot we don’t know about the timeline jumping and how it affects us in the here and now. The old me mentioned that everything went wonky, so it’s not beyond the realm of possibilities, especially for those like us. I’m pretty sure one of the robed figures, maybe even one of our clones had a hand in her second chance. There’s no telling and I doubt we’ll ever truly know what happened.”

It was true, she hadn’t the foggiest idea on who or what assisted Charla. She was also in the dark on just how the timelines worked and affected each other, and if they did or did not. This was an area she was not educated in and, beyond the old clone of her and the memories that blended into her own, she was just as stumped as the rest of them.

“Well, there’s the other stuff too,” he said brushing a strand of sandy blonde hair from his face.

“Like what?” 

“Leesa and Gordy told me I had been tricked or used when I showed up here.”

“You probably were to a certain point,” she told him. “We’re not sure how or why, but you were placed into danger to create a situation. At least, in my mind anyway, it seems that way.”

“Who though?”

“Who knows,” she said shaking her head. “Maybe one of the clones decided to sway the timeline back to their favor, maybe someone out there knew something we didn’t and decided to push you into the course of actions to better serve them in the long run. Our clones have been screwing with us behind the scenes for a while now, so it probably had something to do with that.”

“Sounds like a lot of maybes and spitballing,” he said. 

She nodded. “Sure does but that’s all I got.”

He quickly swallowed the last of his breakfast and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “What happens if we don’t finish off any of the remaining clones? Will other timelines slam into ours and destroy us all?”

“What’s got you so deep in thought?” she questioned not used to his more studious pursuits beyond belching contests and a rousing round of Name that Stain.

“Just curious. There’s already a lot for me to learn but it feels like more got piled on top of it.”

“The magic world we live in often tends to do that,” she told him. “One minute you know it all, the next, not a clue. I wouldn’t worry too much about the details. I’ll explain it to ya as I figure it out myself.”

“Deal,” he said before smiling at her. 

She smiled back. The icy blue of his eyes reflected innocence coupled with being forced into survival mode, into adulthood at such an early age. It wasn’t fair that he had to grow up quickly due to fate’s design and be pushed headfirst into their world of magic. It was also unfortunate he had to lose both parents at the onset of his newly formed powers as a result. She wished he would have been spared the pain, the trial by fire mechanics of their lives. His path mirrored her own in many ways. Bonded they were by fate, bound by duty. She only hoped the fates knew what they were doing behind the scenes, maybe they did, maybe they didn’t. 

Now, as she looked at the light dancing across tiny orbs of swirling blue, she noticed it. A quick hint of movement as he looked just past her shoulder. The widening of both eyes as they peered deeply beyond her kitchen into the backyard. The open mouth, the instant surge of emotions laced with fear, surprise, and worry filling in the blanks of her sudden concern.

“Um...” he stuttered. “There’s... there’s...”

“What?” She leaned forward too afraid to turn around. “What’s out there?” The air took on a tingling of static, of danger that tickled at her arms.

“Three wolves... big... very big... staring... from the fence,” he mumbled locked in place.

Her heart jolted as if poked with a cattle prod. Emotions fired throughout her system encouraging movement while fear rooted her to her seat. Pressing fingernails into her palm, she prepared to puncture her tender skin, to ready herself for battle. Pulling in her bottom lip, she wedged it against a sharp canine and slowly turned her head towards the kitchen door leading to the porch. 

At first, nothing. Trees slowly swayed by a light breeze as leaves drifted down and across her lawn. Following patches of brown among the green grass, she followed the lawn to the fence and raised them upwards. Silver fur weaved together with streaks of white, grays, and shades of brown seeming to form a tapestry of collected colors. A black muzzle came into focus, two low hanging teeth exposed just past wrinkled and flappy flews. A large gray eye swirling with a hint of purple energy met hers and she nearly fell from her chair.

“Mama Mae?” she heard Sam ask as the kitchen seemed to swirl. “What is it?”

She felt flushed, dizzy, confused. Shaking her head, she stood up on wobbly legs and turned to him. He pushed from the table and came to her side as he reached out an arm to steady her shaking frame. Concerned, he rubbed on her back as she slightly hunched over the table taking deep breaths.

“Who is it? What are those things?” His voice bordering on panic from the potential threat outside and the old black woman nearly falling into hysterics at his side. “Please, Mama Mae, tell me.”

“Honey,” she started taking quick breaths trying to sit up a little straighter, “they’re both a who and a what.” He wasn’t following. “Remember when we did that spell to reach out for any help we could get? Remember I told ya we might end up with some company?”

“Yeah,” he said scratching his head while turning to look back outside.

“Well, that company has come a-callin’.”


***
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PUSHING THE KITCHEN door open, she steadied herself on the back porch. Sam pressed up next to her. His emotions were on edge, curiosity wrapped in excitement. His body heat was rising as waves of his fiery energy spread itself outward encasing them both in a cocoon of warm air. She reached out and rubbed his back before tapping it twice.

“Calm yourself,” she whispered down to him. “We’re among friends.”

“Will the... will the protections hold?” he asked, his voice cracking with worry.

“If they were evil, or otherwise not invited, yes,” she told him. “Now, don’t stress, it’s ok.”

Three sets of eyes followed her every move as she made her way to the screen door and clicked the handle to swing it open. Sam cautiously pressed himself against the nearby screen and peered out past her lawn. Safety always a concern, a lesson learned rather quickly for him, for them both.

She stood there, still in disbelief, still trying to herd her emotions back into place. The spell she and Sam had used had been effective, had found willing participants. Its power had reached across the lands, its warning and plea falling on more than just the ears of the Keepers. The sight of three astral wolves sniffing the air near her fence line a testament to the magical power she and Sam had sent out into the world.

The largest one in the middle, a grizzled beast of silver and gray flowing hair with tired eyes she instantly recognized. The other two, a slender one with slick hues of brown on the wolf’s left and the one on the right with frizzed out tangles of gray and dark brown fur carried with them a hint of familiarity. Their energy was comforting, sacred, tempting, and dangerous. Had she been anyone else, she may have feared for her and Sam’s life. Old habits die hard when the mind remembers. Taking the wooden steps down to the grassy lawn, she quietly watched the astral wolves before a smile spread across her old wrinkled face.

“It’s been way too long, Brenner,” she spoke, her face flush at the thought of their once closeness.

The large silver-haired wolf seemed to nod before shaking its furry head. Taking a step back it let loose a loud howl into the wintery sky that reverberated off her house’s foundation and echoed into the woods beyond. A large tail wagged through the air hitting and bouncing off the tails of the other two until all three appeared to sway in unison.

She almost chuckled at the visual. “I know you ain’t comin’ into my house with them dirty paws and all that shaggy fur, I just mopped the floors the other day,” she sternly told them. “You all, however, are welcomed.”

“Are you crazy?” Sam gasped out. “We can’t be sure—”

“It’s fine, Sam,” she butted in with a dismissive hand. “Trust me.”

“Uh-huh,” he muttered shutting the screen door and flipping the locking mechanism.

The wolf on Brenner’s right lowered its head and pushed some weeds from its face as it rooted around the ground. Snapping back up, a navy blue duffle bag appeared within its jaw, a dangling strap draped across its muzzle. Slinging its head back and forth, the bag swayed with movement until one strong snap later it was tumbling end over end through the air over her fence and onto her lawn with a thud. 
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