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She was alone in the middle of an unknown street. A young black girl, a translucent wall of pure energy keeping two worlds apart, and silence. 

Facing the wall of shimmering red, she watched it pulse and ripple. Seeming to stretch for miles, it hummed and glistened with magical power. Unimpeded by its surroundings, it carried itself through nearby homes, trees, and the very ground at her feet. Thick and luminous, its reddish glow flickered away resembling wet glass against the smoky darkness of the night. 

In front of her, a large two-story home stood quietly off in the distance. Beyond the wall’s translucency, it sat, shifting along a blurry track. A white door at its entrance opened as if beckoning her closer. She felt her body lift and glide towards it. Weightless, she drifted like a feather among a breeze. Hovering and carefree, alone.

Her body paused at the edge of the wall. Swirls of energy within its silky mass danced along her skin with a tickling of boundless opportunity. A magical lure touching her soul, caressing her subconscious. Spreading itself openly as if to welcome her in, it fanned past her small frame extending around her. Alive with power, it touched her bare leg coiling itself around tender skin. Warm and inviting, it slid along her back crackling with charged magical force. Moving her deeper into its mass, it wrapped her with its energized presence. It felt safe, harmless, comforting.

Beyond, the large white door slammed shut, reopened, and repeated. Each time, a ghostly female visage appeared in the doorway vanishing with each slam. Each time, another female apparition with hollow eyes and a vacant expression. The door slammed one final time. Darkness filled the scene with a union of screams wailing in pain, shrieking in horror that stemmed from everywhere and nowhere, a collected suffering reverberating with fear. 

Concerned, she struggled to move. The wrappings of the wall becoming rigid and tight against her flesh. The warming energy it once exuded rapidly bleeding away to bitter cold. Fighting against it, the tighter it became. Attempting to scream, she found her voice had fled her body.

The door to the home swung open. This time, a deep howling from an unseen force echoed from its darkened archway as foul breath blasted across the distance over her body. Liquid gushed forth into view, spilling from the open doorway, flooding out onto the sidewalk as if a river had been released that colored everything in its path with splashes and swirls of crimson. The smell of fresh blood stung at her nose, drenched the area in its heavy coppery scent. 

She panicked as the approaching liquid pooled onto the road beneath her suspended feet. Her trappings of illuminated energy recoiled at its advance turning black at its touch as if poisoned. Emitting an unearthly bellow of injury, it convulsed loosening its grip on her and dropping her to the sidewalk. She splashed down, her body coated in the slickness of death before she scampered to her feet and faced the house as the wall vanished into nothingness.

In the stillness, a billowing cloud of pitch-black darkness emptied itself from the house’s doorway. Spiraling clouds of obsidian evil moved towards her, a hovering apparition of impenetrable fog, a twisting force of miasmic energy leaving everything in its wake an ashy withered death. She stepped back, lowered her body, prepared to face it head-on as bloody wetness dripped from her flesh equally unafraid and terrified like the many times before.

The apparition drifted off the edge of the sidewalk spreading itself out before her. Foreboding blackness spun and twisted, both mysteriously dark and hauntingly deadly. She searched its folds and creases, seeking answers, trying to understand it. Within its mass, two bright red dots, a set of eyes peering back. It let loose a deafening roar, its power enveloping her with foulness and demonic craving as it lunged forward. 

She struggled to breathe against its assault, her body unwilling to fight under her command. Her power, her energy bled away in an instance. A spreading cold weakness seeped into her bones as blackness blotted out the world around her choking with its consuming presence. She tried to scream, to flee, the scene vanished before blurry eyes as she woke to a world of silence.

Kicking wildly at the bedsheets, sweat beaded from her forehead. Panting, she lay in the darkness of her bedroom, thankful for oxygen and freedom from restraint. Her eyes darted about regaining knowledge of her surroundings. Brushing her tiny hand over her chest, she gripped her imbued necklace to ground her and calm her heavy breathing, to slow her racing heart.

The bedside clock’s red numbers declared it was barely past midnight. Rubbing her head, she shook the visions free thankful it was only a dream yet, she knew it was nothing of the sort. Rarely were her dreams ever that simple, ever that normal. Often, a warning, a foretelling. More often than not, a call to arms. 

The red wall in her dreams, the veil. The magical barrier between her reality and the astral planes, like it had so many times before, alerting her to its injury. A living curtain of limitless power, separating her world with that of death and eternity, it always knew how to reach her. Her responsibility to its wellbeing never-ending, even when sleep was required on her part, it knew not of time. It called to her, needed her healing ways, and irked in equal measure.
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Chapter 2


[image: ]




Into the darkened kitchen, she begrudgingly stumbled like a zombie. Groggy and already irritated, she wiped at her eyes before stepping up onto her white footstool and flipping the switch near the sink. Letting out a groan and stretching, she squinted at the quaint yellow glow illuminating the area until they could focus. The green numbers on the black microwave taunted with their too early mocking. Magical issues aside, she could have used about another ten hours of sleep.

“Why do the baddies always have to interrupt an old lady’s sleep?” she questioned aloud.

Giving her heavy head a rub, she checked her nightgown ensuring it hadn’t ridden up into a jumbled mess. Grabbing the blue tea kettle, she filled it at the sink as the white footstool under her creaked out its resistance against her weighted body as she shifted around. The faint chime of jingling bells resonated from upstairs traveling towards her, growing louder as they approached. Warm fur swiped across her ankles as an interested meow rang out within the kitchen.

“Look who’s decided to help me with the magic at this awful hour.”

The chubby brown and black striped tabby let out a quick series of meows while continuing to dive-bomb her ankles as his belled collar clanged and jangled. If he was attempting to be sneaky, he failed to all but the newly deaf. After securing his spot near the footstool, he patiently awaited attention and orders while looking up at her.  

“Burke, we got work to do,” she said down to him. “Go wake up Wells and let him know. There will be food for you both when you come back down. Now, run along.” Dismissively waving him off, he meowed twice and skirted into the darkness of the living room, the jingling collar fading as he raced up the stairs. 

Placing the kettle on the stove, she turned on the burner. Instant coffee minus the hassle. Opening the white cupboard door, she grabbed the plastic canister of dry cat food and shook some into two glass bowls before pushing them to the far end of the gray counter. Heading to her beige-colored table with its faded lime green upholstered chairs firmly rooted in the ‘70s, she sat. Rubbing her head once more, the remains of slumber clung to her mind as she secretly wished for a return adventure into dreamland. Business first, time was not on her side. The approaching dawn only a few short hours away, the sleeping world of norms would soon start their day in earnest.

The phone rang startling her. The old yellow push button with its seemingly one-hundred-foot-long cord echoed a warbled cry across the kitchen. She knew who it was, her senses were always on point even barely awake. One doesn’t raise another person, battle magical evil alongside them, and inadvertently sample their blood without forming a mental link or two beyond her normal range of talents.

As a powerful blood mage, with some basic understanding of bone magic and voodoo sorcery, odd habits and weird circumstances were a daily occurrence for her and the gifts she’d been given. Being nearly one hundred fifty-nine years old and walking around this planet nearly immortal and currently stuck in the body of an eleven-year-old girl alongside a trapped demon, guessing the caller before answering was considered child’s play. It simply came with the territory of living full time as a magic-user, a Keeper. Rising and shuffling to the wall, she grabbed the phone mid-ring.

“Niles, darlin' it's been too long. Almost thought you forgot about me,” she said trying to sound perturbed. “I’m assuming this isn’t a friendly call? Not that you do many of those, either.”

“Sorry, and no Mama Mae, I’m afraid not. Did you feel the veil calling as well?” He asked as his voice crackled, the sound of frogs rang out in the background.

“Yeah, the damn thing’s been damaged. I haven’t felt its power in three years, woke me right up. What ya gonna do though, we were granted the power to be the magical band-aids, right?” 

There was a slight pause, his voice catching up with the shoddy connection. “...I’m not sure about the specifics... I’ll get a bead on it... meet you there. I’m in Florida anyway...” His voice trailed off. “Shouldn’t take me much longer here.”

She didn’t want to ask why, when, or how he had arrived back here, his business was just that, his. It had been a little over the two-year mark since he left with nary a word as days rolled into months. He had left not so willingly after the Asanti incident rattled their group to the core and a resolution seemed unobtainable. A positive outcome had petered out with time. He had struggled with the loss, the feelings of abandonment, the sense of defeat. 

They all had in varied ways. He had left to regroup, to heal far away from home, away from her. She had encouraged it even as her heart broke and the hours ticked by for her in solitude. That was then, now, they had new problems to tackle. Time for catching up, rekindling their relationship would come in time, a mother always hopes.

“Ok. Well, let me get changed into some street clothes. I don’t need to wander dark streets in a nightgown and saggy panties. Once was enough,” she said with a chuckle.

“Norms could only be so lucky what with you being the best-looking centenarian around town. You don’t ever look a day over eleven,” he teased.

“Damn right,” she replied before snorting. “Anyway, I’ll scry for the location and project over there. I’m too worn out to teleport.” She allowed herself to smile. The camaraderie and his return to her life a much-needed blessing. “See ya soon darlin’, and Niles...” 

“Yes?”

“Good to hear your voice son, be safe.”

She gently clicked the receiver back into its cradle and wiped at her eyes. He wouldn’t answer her back, rarely ever did when it came to phone conversations. This wasn’t either one of their first rodeos. They knew the lay of the land even if it had been three long years of quiet in their world of the supernatural. The tea kettle whistled. Shutting the stove off, she quickly fixed a cup of coffee. Giving it a chance to cool, she went upstairs to change clothes. Time to prepare for duty and look the part. 

In her bedroom closet, she frowned and scratched her head. Every piece of clothing felt and looked like a recently deployed parachute when compared to her smaller frame. Since ending up in this body, she had tried to make do with what she already owned. Most pieces ended up a total mess of failed attempts to make them wearable. Between tape, they were hemmed. If cutting didn’t help, clothespins and staples were deployed. Cursing at her herself for being so lazy, she eventually chose the one outfit she knew would fit. It was the only one her new body had come with, a reminder of that fateful day, a leftover from a young girl that no longer existed in reality.

Sliding her hands over her head and pulling her hair back, she slipped a yellow tie over it giving herself a simple ponytail. It was the best she could do considering bed head coupled with Florida’s infamous summer humidity would always win out. Changing into the standard black and white polka dot dress and cute shiny black shoes, she felt more comfortable, prepared even if the horrible memories came along for the ride. 

Carrying herself downstairs, she moved to the stove with renewed purpose. Holding the cup as the warmness spread throughout her hand, she took a few quick sips and left it on the counter. Opening a nearby drawer, she fished out a paring knife before making her way to the kitchen chair. She rubbed her tired and achy hands; time had not been kind to them. Her hands, although appearing eleven years old, were scarred, and worn from years of what she would call, “heavy lifting” for her craft, her job, her magical duties as if she’d spent years hauling dry rope and juggling jagged rocks. If only.  

Adjusting herself into the chair, she uncovered a small marble fruit bowl that had been draped in dark burgundy cloth. Inhaling long and slow, she concentrated and focused to block out the inevitable pain as she closed her eyes. It never did get easier, even if she’d become more accustomed to the requirements. Bells jingled out in unison as they traveled down the stairs growing louder before entering the kitchen and stopping short at her side.

She impatiently looked down. “Good morning Wells, nice of you to join us.”

The yellow and orange tabby sat at attention next to his brother Burke. Intent on showing his interest, he let out a quick meow. His tail quickly flitted back and forth on the cold tile floor. Never breaking eye contact with her, he peered up awaiting instructions.

“I know it’s early, but we have work to do,” she said before giving each cat a quick head pat. “After you eat, I want Burke covering, and Wells, you’re on patrol. You boys know the drill. It’s been a while, but we’re back in action.”

The cats appeared to nod before sprinting to the counter. Wells leaped up in a single bound like a star athlete while Burke, being pudgy, analyzed his position and questioned his judgment. Finally leaping onto the counter, he joined Wells and happily begin devouring his food. She smiled at them, her house pets, protectors, and gracious hosts to a supernatural species from the astral planes. One part fur, two parts magically influenced feline. Appearances were deceiving on every level for those in her world.  

The heavy greenish-gray marble bowl was cool and calming as she ran her finger along its edge. Filled with oil and infused with her hair and gathered herbs, she knew it was ready to assist. On most occasions, using her honed blood-based magical travel power would be easier and faster, but this early morning hour had her feeling run down and she couldn’t afford the additional strain on her energy. She knew jumping into the unknown not fully prepared, coming off an extended period of non-use, and running on half a tank of spell power would be foolish if not downright deadly. 

She touched her necklace, its emanating power slowing her racing mind with its grounding force. Trinkets to some, baubles to others, the use of magically enhanced items was standard practice in her world. Thankful for its blessing and protection, her fingers traced the large raven claw and the blood-red orb of Ethiopian opal held tightly within in its nearly ancient grasp. Tucking it back behind the collar of her dress, she knew it was time to start. 

Taking a deep breath, she held it. Grabbing the paring knife, she made a quick downward slice into the flesh of her left hand, an inch past the center of her palm. Wincing at the pain, she sucked on her bottom lip, her crimson essence beginning to pool out from the wound desperate for release. She held it over the bowl, drops of blood hit the liquid’s oily surface spiraling down to the bowl’s bottom before spreading out from continued impacts. Counting to ten, she pulled her hand away applying pressure with a nearby paper towel to staunch the bleeding. 

“Sanabit,” she spoke.

A reddish glow appeared on her thumb. Removing the paper towel, she pressed it against the wound sending warming energy through her hand. Within seconds, her magic sealed the small knife cut with perfect precision leaving only energized tingles where an injury once had been. Smiling, she took pride in her simple healing spell.

She shook her hands over her head clearing the air of negative vibes. Peering into the bowl, she casually stirred the mixture with the dried humerus of a red fox, withered with age and white as a summer cloud before absorbing some of the liquid and becoming tinted. Now in the zone, she was ready. The veil was calling, and she was about to answer.

Placing both hands around the bowl, she gazed deep into its murky depths. A blurry image appeared within the bowl’s contents against her reflection as she studied the lazy swirl of the liquid. The view started to take on noticeable shapes as obscure blobs formed into trees, a sidewalk shimmered into clarity, and a house with jagged edges materialized among the creeping darkness. She locked onto the manifested location. Her eyes rolled back to ghostly white, her breathing slowed. The world spun away.


***
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BURKE LOOKED UP FROM his feeding bowl at the counter and let out a week meow before jumping down and making his way to a nearby chair. Cleaning his paws, he remained fixated on his master as Wells thudded to the floor speeding off to the living room. He eyed her inquisitively, her still frame slumped over the bowl, her face nearly touching its contents. Stiff as a board, she would remain frozen in that position until her eventual return. A task, a journey she had completed many times before, and his job and duty to watch closely nearby.

He knew she was now fully entranced in her work, astral projecting across the countryside, her defenseless body now theirs to protect. Left to watch over the dust and cobwebs of their earthly home in Dade City, they were still learning and studying, still adapting to riding shotgun within a feline host. She was no unskilled beginner, neither were he and his brother Wells when it came to duties, talents, and magical workings.   

Although his job was rather lackluster, he knew his master’s ability to astral project took a great deal of focus for she not only traveled to those places she scryed for within her bowl but also was able to interact and utilize the surroundings through her trance-like state. She could manifest from a mere projection to an almost corporeal figure, a task above typical Keeper skillsets, and one that furthered their interest in studying her ability to change, adapt, grow. She was authentic and not just an observer in the game of magic and for that alone, he and Wells were proud to serve her cause.

He knew that no single norm could penetrate the barriers and illusions protecting the property, but the concern never stemmed from their incessant plodding around like ants. No, not them, usually not ever. Their major concern was from the magic users that knew better, understood its inner workings, and could easily navigate the numerous spells placed on the property. Given time, any of their kind possibly could, not all would be wildly successful in their endeavors, but all would pose a problem to the defenseless one they called master. It hadn’t happened yet but, as he let out a yawn and placed his nubby paw on the table appearing to tap it several times, there was a first for everything. The minutes ticked on, his attention remaining on point. 
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Chapter 3
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The thick humid air pressed against her as she materialized onto the street corner. The dampness and heat an instant giveaway she hadn’t strayed too far from her home in Florida. As her astral projection began to shift into a more workable form, the surroundings invaded her like an invisible hand gripping and squeezing every inch of her frame with seeping tenacity.

Around her, wet leaves lay matted to the dewy pavement. Lamp posts on both sides of the street appeared sad and gloomy as they battled the muggy darkness to illuminate the sidewalks with their yellow glow. A corner street sign read Evans Street as its white letters came into focus. Below it, a dead-end sign speaking the truth on so many levels.

The reddish hue of her projection dissipated leaving her skin faintly glowing. Her corporeal form was now firmly in place. Set against a backdrop of stillness, her foot rested on the sidewalk leading up to a two-story white sorority house.

The darkened home loomed before her sending a chill down her spine with its foreboding presence. Large rounded white columns at the entrance tied together with an open-air porch resembled an open mouth, the tongue like wide concrete steps leading towards her. It resonated with the whispers of an old plantation manor redone with modern lavishness much like the others along the street. The area was steeped in history, both good and bad depending on where you landed in its story, and she remembered a great deal of it.

Large wooden letters painted a dark blue were highlighted with bright orange embellishments spelling out the home’s, most likely dead occupants’, chosen sorority if any norms had ended up in the crossfire of the evil that had come to visit. The home of Kappa Delta Delta was a sight to see on the outside. Inside, she’d wager was nothing short of a blood-soaked war zone. Ominous and eerily quiet, it tried in vain to rally against the death and darkness. Once thriving, its days were numbered, and she felt the old home could sense it too.

Faint echoes of chaos resonated through space and time; recent bloodshed stung at her nose mixing with the wet soil confirming that the loss of life had been part of the magical dealings. Residual strands of evil rippled outward crawling across her skin like static electricity offering clues to its existence for those skilled enough to sense it. It had been here, it had left a mark, a trace in the air. After nearly 160 years of hard living, with a great deal of time within the realm of magic and the unseen, looking beyond the obvious had become standard practice.    

A small sign placed in the grass near the corner of the street drew her eyes alerting her of some college function. The letters at the bottom instantly informing her she had projected to the University of Florida or, at least, close enough considering the surroundings. If she trusted her horrible skills at math, her astral jaunt had put her close to 100 miles away. Not entirely close to home to cause concern, but close enough to know that evil was messing around in her neck of the woods. 

“Gainesville, of all places, huh?” she questioned openly shaking her head. “Better than a damn cemetery or abandoned building, but not by much.”

She stopped herself from rambling worried someone might hear. No one was around, she was alone, like nearly every time before. Flying solo, most times, came with the job. The residual magic keeping everything at bay didn’t hurt either. It crept across the area with its negative energy, floated overhead like fetid smoke. Its influence, its very presence willing everything from its path concealing its devilish intent. She sniffed the air, the faint hint of evil lingered as if dust was being burnt off a long-forgotten lamp that had recently been turned on.

“A dampening spell?” she asked the night sky. “Not very original,” she said shaking her head. “but then again, what is anymore when it comes to these things?” She asked mumbling to herself over the nefarious deeds with a been there, done that attitude.

A simple spell, that she knew. It could have easily been cast by even the most lackluster of those granted power. Consisting of just a few spoken words, and the ability to visualize a specific area, it was as easy as it could get in their magical world. However, it was and could be quite effective. Sealing the area in an almost silent state, it would mask anything within its large dome-like manifestation from anything outside its range. Those within would be treated to confusion, lethargy to aide in the spellcaster’s maleficence while those on the outside would flee experiencing the strong sense to turn away and avoid the area. Mischief would continue unchecked within its area of influence until the spell rendered itself useless or was countered.

Although alert and cautious, she knew from experience that the meanies rarely stuck around to admire their handy work. This was a case of “deed and done”, a normal pattern for those dancing on the dark side of life. The invisible dampening dome would fade in time, the usual comings and goings of normalcy would begin anew. No use in countering it, she told herself. Especially, if it benefitted her. Why waste a decent cover-up only to reapply one of her own? 

Sinister actions laid before her and it was that unknown evil, for which she had been drawn here, called to action. The forces in control had pulled her from a decent night’s sleep and now it was up to her to figure it all out. The overall cause beyond the veil’s damage still unclear but, as it had before, it needed her gifts to correct it. 

She could feel it on the fringes of her mind pulsing with energy, a radiating feeling coupled with a static buildup of jumbled nerves. Much like a toothache, a stubbed toe, it throbbed relentlessly with its pleas. She shook her head, it remained chirping away just out of reach, a muffled fire alarm without a turn off switch.

Chosen as a Keeper, she was no slacker when it came to her responsibilities. Throughout the years she had become masterful, having learned a great deal to better serve even when she’d rather be sleeping. Her mind rolled back to those lifetimes of training and growing, the memories within, the duties, the desires as she stood on the sidewalk leading to the house stalling for all she was worth. She indulged them; bittersweet and all. She had time. Evil had come and gone leaving yet another mess for her to fix and clean up and she was in no rush to wade through the damage to uncover what gifts it had left in its wake.


***
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SHE WAS BROUGHT INTO this world as Truddie Mae Watts in 1857. The daughter of freed slaves who decided to stay on working the grounds of the Kingsley Plantation near Jacksonville, Florida was all she had ever known until fate had decided differently. She had been born with a gift, one that would ultimately shape her future and force her out from her safe and simple existence.

Having the ability to see and sometimes hear the dead had come as a gift, a curse, a boon, and a burden. At that time, there were no words to identify someone with her abilities besides the term witch, seer, gypsy, demon, and sometimes the possessed. Too young and innocent to know any better, too naïve to expect anything else she dealt with it the best she could as those around her eventually settled on the term medium when describing her. 

As she aged, her ability came and went. Through earning her keep processing cotton and harvesting citrus, it would appear before just as easily vanishing. There, among the palm and pine trees, the rocky shore nestled at the tip of Fort George Island, a girl with a gift grew up. Never caring to explore her talents further out of fear, she also never fully understood its strengths until much later in life.

Through the years, it would manifest as a whisper, sometimes a shout. The voices were never clear, barely understandable in their delivery. Their muffled incoherent ramblings continued even after she achieved the ability to talk during childhood and curiously tried to help. The skill to drown out their ghostly haunts and incessant pleas as she struggled to maintain her sanity becoming a necessity as a result.

At times, their spirited sounds came with visuals as she would sometimes catch glimpses of the unseen world here and there in the form of colored orbs, streaks of light, and fragments of human-shaped energy. Her reactions, often an open-mouthed response of disbelief, left her viewed as an oddity in her community. A child stuck living in a make-believe world of her creation, they would comment. Often left alone, ignored, or considered a social outcast, she questioned her abilities as she aged to maturity.

When thirteen crept upon her with its shifting hormonal changes, she was thrust headfirst into the stirring pot of everything beyond the unseen. At the onset of puberty, her life blossomed into a world beyond reality. First, glaring light auras were coupled with blinding migraines. Soon, amplified energy and power arrived beyond human consciousness. Lastly, vast pools of knowledge were awakened within her. New understandings were formed, new powers manifested alongside them. She felt it all stirring just below the surface. The power sought an escape, urged her to control and command it, to harness the granted gifts the fates had bestowed.

It was then that she, a young girl in the middle of an ever-changing world, was chosen as a protector, as a Keeper by forces far greater than she could have ever imagined. The fates had picked her among all living humans on the planet to join the cause, to wield magnified powers beyond her wildest dreams to keep two worlds safe. A random selection process coupled with magical luck. A lottery winner without a ticket in the game. 

An untapped library of knowing became available to her, a new world opened. Rapidly turning pages of wisdom, visions, and information streamed forth like a river. The veil, the dark, and light, the multitude of entities and beings beyond a thin barrier within her reality. It was confusing, it was liberating. It was an awakening of renewal. Her inherent abilities no longer viewed as a curse, but now an amplified gift, additional power she could learn to control and benefit from using. Strength stirred within her; independence urged her forward. No longer would she be considered society’s outcast, battle insecurities, and shy away from life. She blazed forward while her past, her very existence within the stream of time was devoured. Forging new paths renewed, magnified, and empowered, she carried herself into the future.

During a trying time in history, as settlers filled the countryside and battle lines were drawn drenching everything in religious and racial tensions, she found knowledge was ripe for the picking. Traveling up and down the eastern seaboard of the United States, she never settled for too long out of fear. A wanderer steadily learning, growing, burning with power. Staying alive as she grew in skill became easier as she traveled. Keeping a level head to avoid danger and exploring all avenues of study possible in the hopes of being better than the world viewed her as taking some additional training. She was a sponge cast into a filled swimming pool soaking up every available drop. She never looked back as she tirelessly went in for a swim.

One day, having lingered too long in Eatonville, an odd collection of strangers came looking for her. Apprehensive, she had stayed to hear them out. It ended up being the right decision. On that day, forever etched in memory, an old weary-eyed British soldier alongside two Seminole Indian women walked into her life offering information she had longed to fully understand, the final pieces of the magical puzzle she’d been looking to find.

As Keepers themselves, they had explained the ins and outs of her newly found powers, her bestowed gifts that came with a duty, a responsibility. She was informed that she had been granted a position of great power for a purpose, and she now worked for a new employer, a cosmic benefactor. Standing as a protector of the thin barrier between our world and the astral planes, she would be forever tasked with protecting it, harnessing her gifted magic to keep it intact to prevent a cataclysm. A gifted rose with thorns.  

Everyone chosen, they had mentioned, had been granted the same influx of power, but not everyone chose the path of good and heeded the call. No two Keepers were ever alike in the energy’s manifested path. Everyone, just like her, developed different skills, could harness various forms of magic. It was all too much to take in at once, but she fought hard to stay in control taking mental notes and filing all the information away as best she could. Get the basics and move on she thought, look back later, and so she did.

Once chosen, other Keepers could easily seek her out, could sense her regardless if good or bad. Being connected through space and time like a network was something new to her, frightening, and thrilling. They had told her to seek out those willing to help, protect from those willing to hurt. She felt exposed, the idea made her nervous. Her mind dreamt up images of her body, a shining beacon pulsing against a magical backdrop like a piece of meat floating in a pool filled with sharks. Once able to look into the unseen, they warned, the unseen could easily look back. Learn from others, they had encouraged. Always protect and maintain. There was safety in numbers, but she had always run solo. The anxiety of this new information hadn’t helped in that aspect.  

She was sworn to secrecy, sworn to keep her magical secrets away from normal human exposure. It was a constant struggle to ensure, a constant worry about breaking the rules. The known existence of anything relating to the veil or magic, in general, could jeopardize human life and it was strictly forbidden. The unchanged mind of the ungifted could not possibly comprehend the vastness that existed beyond their protective shells of skin. The realization would be detrimental. Glimpses of the supernatural world were one thing, partaking in its limitless power by interacting directly with its overflowing energy was frowned upon and could quickly become cataclysmic for all involved. The gossip cried out for her to tell someone, anyone, the possible unraveling of the universe, as a result, kept her lips tightly sealed. 

She vowed after their visit to never again fight upstream against the changing flow of her life. She knew better, had been warned. Follow rules, protect, and serve. Bend like a weed in an empty field became her new mantra. Honestly wanting the increase in power, she had always craved a life beyond the one she had been given. She had received it in spades and was not about to lose it all due to breaking the rules.

Pressing on through life, she grew older and wiser. Kinfolk passed, carried themselves along different paths, and spread themselves out across the United States and beyond, all unaware of her existence. As a Keeper, the good came with the bad. The disintegration of your place in time, your family connection, a caveat that came with the cake. Once chosen, one's life fades from the record books as if you never were. No one remembers you, calls to you, thinks of you. You are simply not, erased from history like an afterthought, a whisper amid a room of chatter. The fates were not forgiving in that aspect. The past becomes just that, one-sided and alone. A memory timeline, a party of only one.

At first, she struggled with it for years. Finally, she forced herself to move on. Life could easily become a difficult and lonely road to travel if you stayed idle in the past, so she forged ahead. Withdrawing from the normal world almost entirely with a shielded heart, she drifted off silently to that magical life she had been granted access to in the line of duty. Looking back always keeps you from seeing ahead, she always told herself.

Years passed as she, and other Keepers bravely fought all manner of magical mayhem against their reality and the veil itself always keenly aware of the passing time of norms commonly caught in the crosshairs that never knew they existed right alongside them. Her life continued, as decided among the cosmos, and the fates churned out new members to join the cause at her side. Knowledge grew as did the list of people she believed were friends, companions, and teammates. Some passed on, lovers came and went, society changed all around them, and she rolled right along with the punches.

Eventually, her skill set of blood magic was expanded upon to include bone magic to supplement her honed abilities. She also added in some work within the area of voodoo after stumbling across Odele, an angry spell weaver who loved flying solo within the swamplands of Louisiana. Learn and live, strive, and grow. 

Rubbing her arms against the sudden chill, her memories faded to the here and now as she blinked them away. No use stalling in the past, she told herself. The evil deeds before her, by design or accident, had played out within the confines of a sorority house situated on Evans Street ensuring its bidding was not disturbed and it needed to be addressed. She needed to get a move on, and so she did.
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Chapter 4
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Lifting her hand in front of her face, she swayed it right to left as her palm was illuminated with red glowing magic. Tendrils of faint red energy streamed from her fingertips before chasing behind her hand movements illuminating her body.

“Secundo revelare,” she spoke.

Her vision blurred slightly as her eyes struggled to focus. Moving her hand slowly past her face, she could see beyond the walls of the sorority house to glimpse at its insides, the use of the dual view spell allowing her the luxury to scope everything out before stepping into an unavoidable situation. Foolish are those that charge ahead, she was once told, for they make great lessons for others as victims.

There were people inside, young women, all of the dead. Blood was everywhere. Streaks splashed the wall and covered the floor. Patches of wetness made their way up the nearby stairs, a dead woman eight steps up the probable source of the arterial soaking. What little light was offered by two small end table lamps was enough to fill in the blanks on the grisly scene. Quickly scanning the interior while adding up the bodies, she dissipated her dual view spell by shaking her hand. Five victims, all women had been killed, more like slaughtered given the mess.

“My, what a sight,” she quietly said rubbing her queasy stomach knowing she’d have to wade through the grisly scene for answers. “Such a shame, the poor dears didn’t have a chance.” 

The air became chilled around her. She felt eyes on her skin, watching. Energy coiled across the back of the neck. Cursing her foolishness to not check her back more often, she turned quickly on her heels ready to fight, flee, or wet herself like that one time in Missoula. 

“We... I didn’t know; it was just for fun.”

She blinked several times. Standing near the sidewalk behind her was one of the recently deceased. Hovering barely an inch from the ground, the female spirit appeared to shiver and cry as her nearly transparent form rippled with energy as blue and white shimmered across her frame. Soaking wet pajamas still clung to her frame even in the afterlife as shoulder-length brown hair hung down the sides of the woman’s head as if she’d recently showered. Once vibrant green eyes darted around their environment, confused, scared.  

“You couldn’t have known the future,” she told the spirit trying to act fast to secure any information before the apparition vanished. “Quickly, tell me what happened.”

The girl looked past her towards the house. “We were bored, we didn’t know,” she stuttered and sobbed.

“What’s your name?” she questioned. “Please, tell me your name.” 

“You... you can... hear...”

“Yes, child, I can,” she told the wavering spirit. “Now, hurry and please tell me all you know.”

“Kelly...Vandenberg,” the spirit slowly spoke trying to recall the information. 

She knew that the spirit’s form was dissolving rapidly, they always do in these situations. Her previous life was being erased, cleansed. Soon, this remaining bit of static-like hold upon reality would burn out, cease to exist on any plane. Energy would consume, she would ascend and pass through the veil into eternity minus the shackle of human skin.

“Kelly, I’m sorry you died but we’re running out of time. I need whatever you can offer.” She knew fleeting seconds were remaining on getting information. When pressed, niceties go out the window. “Now, please.”

“I... I’m dead?”

“You didn’t know?”

“I... I sort of...”

“We need to hurry this along,” she urged Kelly.

“Are they all dead... all of them?” Kelly asked. “I tried... tried to wake them.” 

She slowly nodded at Kelly. “I’m afraid so. From what I’ve seen, none of you made it out.”

“I... I tried to run, it got me...” 

“You the one on the staircase?” Kelly slowly nodded. “Sorry. As for the others, they’ve passed on already. Soon, you will too.” Kelly lowered her eyes to the sidewalk, a mourning look of acknowledgment on her face.

“Will... will it hurt...” Kelly’s voice trailed off seeming to twist from her glimmering frame. 

“No, maybe,” she told her as Kelly’s eyes widened. “I don’t know for sure, never been there myself.”

“Oh... but... you can see me...”

“Not by choice,” she quickly stated, “now, were there only five of you?” She posed the question with her hand up displaying five fingers hoping to move this along.

Kelly acted taken aback before finally answering, “Yes.” 

She watched as the spirit rubbed at her shoulders as if she could physically feel the temperature in her current state. Looking past her towards the darkened house, the young woman’s eyes appeared to well up, the sadness and regret evident.  

“Go on,” she urged Kelly. “You must hurry, please, before you’re taken to the astral planes.”

“Leaving... summer... we thought it... fun to... witchcraft... summon... we were... stupid.”

In most cases, she would have to agree. Norms could be incredibly naive when playing around with the other side. She’d seen it too many times, too many innocent people getting hurt for acting as if they could control any aspect of the netherworld. As Kelly’s voice came and went like a bad reception on an old phone, she picked apart the young woman’s words. The mentioning of witchcraft and summon providing not only a strobing warning but a sure sign of no good.

“Who, who did you call out to? Who did you try to summon?” She bit her lip wanting desperately to scream at the deceased woman for her foolishness but knew it would do no good. It never did. 

Kelly appeared frightened, embarrassed even. “I... I, think...,” her voice faltered. She was succumbing to the pull of the afterlife, soon to join it. “His name... was...”

“Who?” she snapped stamping her foot on the sidewalk.

Bits of broken and disconnected words spattered out. “Ro... Ro... dark, so dark... the howling.”

She stood blinking at Kelly hanging on every fragment trying desperately to piece it all together. She was losing ground fast. Kelly was already in the process of leaving reality on a magical acid trip for the ages. Breaking apart into pure energy, she would be gone in seconds leaving everything behind.

“Stay with me Kelly, only a little longer,” she implored. “Who was it, who did you summon?”

The young woman’s eyes widened; her apparitional form grew brighter. Resonating with pulses of pure white, the tints of blue bled away to soft yellow flares around the edges. Kelly looked up, salvation for her lingering spirit had arrived. The deities beyond the veil had come to carry her to the other side, the veil had allowed her passage. It was too late. In a flash, Kelly was gone. Darkness and silence returned.

“Damn,” she grumbled and shook her head.

Not entirely sure why Kelly’s spirit had lingered, she did know that there would be no more questions. Possibly held back by regret or guilt, the slain woman’s answers would remain a mystery. She had been lucky enough to at least speak with one of the victims before all was lost since most times the lingering dead barely squeaked out a single word yet, it had only confounded the situation. With no hope to interact with the others since most spirits don’t usually hang around waiting to talk, her only choice now was to push down her nerves about the unknown and get to business. Rubbing her stomach, she bit on her bottom lip and started up the sidewalk towards the house. 

A static charge spread across her arms as the warm night air gave way to heated gusts. The wind shifted direction blowing up from the south. Pressing against her back, it increased its velocity threatening to push her to the ground as she turned on her heels. This was it, she thought in panic, the waking premonition from earlier had warned her. She froze in her tracks bracing herself with bent knees as swirls of green-glowing wind churned like a tornado along the road. Her eyes shifted about trying to focus through the gusty force as she held a hand to her face to block the flying debris whipping around her head. The air took on a sense of familiarity, a positive attribute that warmed her heart. A smile spread across her face.

“As I live and breathe, if it ain’t my little Nilly coming to join the party,” she said happily. 

Staring wide-eyed into the spinning miniature magically-created cyclone, she watched as nearby leaves and small twigs twisted along in a dance of gravity-defying steps. The wind dissipated as the newly lifted debris drifted to the ground. A tall man stood in its wake, a wet and dirty rugged-looking one of twenty-eight. Niles Alloway had returned to her life, to his duties. Her adopted son was back in action.

Displaying a scruffy beard that covered his taut Scottish jawline, she was taken aback by how similar he looked to his late father. His near shoulder-length curly auburn hair was slicked back while his emerald green eyes glinted and beamed a beautiful hue. Brown khaki cargo pants were soaking wet on his left side up to his shoulder and the simple navy-blue shirt he wore seemed to be smeared with mud as it was pulled taut against his bulked up upper body. A multi-pouch hip pack, a gift from her some ten years ago, hung on his right most likely filled to bursting with supplies, ever ready for action. He looked worn out and disheveled. The where and how could wait, he was here now and that was all that mattered. 

Always like a son to her since the day she escaped with him from the horror of a night gone wrong, she was overjoyed at seeing him return but it came with memories not so enjoyable. The night they had met, the night they had been destined to be together had been that same night where his parents and many others including her colleagues, and friends, were downed by the evil they so drastically tried to stop. They were successful in their pursuits, though the losses were enormous. Now, as she peered into his still-young face, the stirrings of the past made her arms break out in goosebumps.

“Why do you torture me so, Mama Mae?” he questioned brushing a wayward leaf from his shoulder. “You know I dislike that nickname.”  

She chuckled. “Honey, after all these years I earned the right. Now, come hug this old woman, it’s been way too long.”

She opened both arms and reached up to hug him. He approached and crouched down to hug her 11-year-old body. The oddity of it all obvious to them both. He felt warm, familiar, like home. The memories of all the years in his company flooded back like a crashing wave against her eyes. A tear trickled down her cheek and he caught it mid-run with his index finger.

“Come on now, no tears. Two years isn’t that long.” 

“Not for someone who knows how to operate a telephone regularly,” she scolded.

“It’s been well, complicated,” he defended.

“Niles Jamison Alloway, when is it not complicated?” she asked slapping his hip playfully since she couldn’t reach his tall frame to slap his shoulder if she had a 3-step ladder in her back pocket. “Unless you're dead or trying to be, you call. Got it?”

“Yes ma’am, I promise for next time.” 

“Hopefully, there won’t be a next time to worry about.” She pulled her hand from his body and shook it with disgust. “Gross. What in the hell did I just put my hand on?”  

“I was in the Everglades gathering supplies. Summer is the best time for certain leaves and berries. You never know when you might need them. Unfortunately, it’s always wet and muddy there. I didn’t have a chance to change before heading here.” 

“I didn’t notice or anything,” she teased, “I thought you always smelled like a swamp hog.”

He laughed. There was a slight pause as she noticed his eyes drift to the sidewalk and stare down at his shoes. One foot absentmindedly kicked at the pavement. It was a tell, one she had picked up way before he had hit puberty. Someone was hiding something, avoiding something.

"And, what else?" She knew there was more to the story.

“Nothing.”

“Not here for more than two minutes and already trying to lie your way out of trouble,” she said. “Spill it.”

"And, ok fine, I was also chasing down a lead. I got word of an Asanti presence, one moving through those parts, possibly headed north along the coast."

"So, you just headed down there solo?” she asked. “You must have bumped yer head. You know it's not safe, not ever. You know that and you knew that from the last time," she said scolding him with a pointed index finger. “You never go in alone; solo gets you killed.”

“Yet, here you stand all alone on a dark street fixing to wander into a big spooky house most likely coated in the entrails of unsuspecting norms.”

She glared at him. “This is different, this isn’t an essence draining, claws swinging, and trained hunter type scenario. You know the Asanti don’t play around when it comes to taking out their marks.”

“What if it was? What if it is?” he questioned a slight smirk spreading across his face.

“Oh, so you think you’re cornering me with my own advice?”

“Is it working?”

“Well, smartass, not really,” she replied rolling her eyes. “I’m here in projected form. Besides, you don’t get to school me, I school you, remember how this works?”

He nodded, his eyes searching for an exit. “I do.”

She stepped to him before poking at his stomach. “I know it’s been a hot minute but the last time I checked I have about 130 years, plus or minus, over you so you know where your little side hustle at trying to man up can go.” Stopping, she looked up into his eyes. “I love you, but not when you want to be stupid. It’s dangerous out there and no amount of planning, plotting, or testicular fortitude is going to save your ass when it comes to an essence vampire gunning for the power that flows through your veins. Got it?” 

"I know, I know,” he said taking a step back and running a hand through his hair. “No need for a lecture. I screwed up, I took a chance, I was stupid." 

"That's what I thought.” She crossed her arms pleased with herself. “Well, you find anything?"

"Nothing. Maybe at one time, but long gone now, the trail went cold." 

He stood there looking defeated scuffing his shoes on the pavement. She didn’t want to press the subject. They were here for business, not for dredging up old wounds or for her to chew his ear off about bad decisions. He tried his best, she knew he always did, always would. Safety first. It was a lesson she had tried to instill in him since he was a toddler. The world of magic was tricky if not deadly for unsuspecting Keepers. 

“What do we have here?” he asked moving past her to take in the large house.

“You’re seeing it,” she said waving a hand towards it. “Darkness, death, and a veil tear. Good times.”

She watched as he looked around the property, taking it all in and using his senses to analyze every available detail. It was intriguing to see him in action, his senses were animalistic and almost entirely on point when it came to sniffing out the workings of evil or magic in any form. He took after his parent’s in that regard, both exceptional nature mages and renowned herbalists. He sniffed the air scrunching his nose at the smell.

“Smells like four, no, five dead. Something else smells familiar but it’s mixed in with the scent of lavender, maybe a hint of cinnamon, warm vanilla, heavy amounts of blood, and recently snuffed candles.”

“I’m not asking for you to set the mood or bake a cake?” 

“Just offering up some information,” he quietly responded.

“I know and thank you but I’m not sure about most of that. You are right; however, it was five. I guess the victims decided that trying their hands at witchcraft when bored was a fun Friday night excursion.”

Niles looked down at her. “And?”

“And what?” She threw her hands up. “They passed through already. From what I picked up from my dual view spell, one of the lingering spirits, and common knowledge, the tear was caused by something escaping the veil. That something, whatever it was, got them all messed up and dead, like really dead from what I’ve seen.”

“Hmmm, well let’s have a look-see, shall we?” 

“I’d rather not, but I didn’t come all this way to sit on the sidelines.”

He smiled before extending his right hand. She grasped it and rubbed her tiny thumb over his calloused and rough skin. Slowly they walked up the sidewalk, their senses turned up for anything unusual. Making it up the front steps, they arrived at the giant wooden door. It slowly creaked open as he reached out to touch it like it was on automatic and expecting them both.

She felt her body shiver. “Time to make the magic,” she quipped, forcing herself to stay brave.

They slipped into the open doorway, into the near darkness of the sorority house. The smell instantly hit them both hard in the face. He scrunched up this nose while she pinched hers. The copper-coated stench of fresh blood mingled with the stench of evil and death.  She wasn’t a fan of any of them. 

“You never get used to those smells,” she said trying to wave the invisible force from her face. 

The scene lay before them in graphic detail as they stood in the foyer. The small amount of light coming from the living room lamps ensured everything resembled a horror movie set. Ironically, it now was. From her vantage point, she could see the stairway on her left leading up. It was coated in darkness, draped in a body. Splotches of what she automatically knew to be blood had soaked the carpeting of each step, its cause, Kelly. 

She didn’t favor adding any additional light to the scene which would make everything disgustingly more vibrant and detailed, but it might be required if they had any hope of getting a better grasp on the situation. Peering into the living room, she waited as Niles checked the nearby light switches until he had tried them all and stood there shaking his head. 

“No good. It must have something to do with the dampening spell I sensed when I arrived.”

“Yeah, most likely. It extends to the street connection. Why someone or something would need such a large area of influence is beyond me.” She shrugged at him. 

“Maybe whoever or whatever got carried away with the spell got scared, or—"  

“Had company,” she finished his sentence. “Considering the number of damaged bodies, the large amount of bloodshed, and the overall sense of chaos being unleashed in the room, I’d have to say it was more than one. I’d wager it was definitely more than one attacker.” 

“Indeed,” he agreed as he ran a finger over a small foyer mirror. “Should I lighten it up for us?”

“Hell no,” she scoffed. “Do you think I want all this nastiness in bright blinding white?” 

“I’m guessing from your reaction,” he said stifling a chuckle, “probably not.”

“We’re fine with the lamps that are on now unless we absolutely need the additional light.”

They stopped at the edge of the living room. Sprawled out in front of them, they silently took in the travesty. It had been a while since they had run into this level of violence. She wished it had been a little longer as her stomach gurgled its response to the scene. Reaching out, she clutched his hand again trying to steady herself. 

The large living room extended out in grand fashion housing a large fireplace at the back wall. Shaped with light gray bricks, a long white painted mantle sat above it jutting from the wall. Used as a display shelf for numerous sized picture frames, she could see the sorority house ladies in various forms of their educational pursuits, smiling, hugging, innocent. A large plaque directly above noted the founding year and original women by name in shiny gold lettering.

Two large beige couches faced each other in the center of the room while a matching loveseat faced the fireplace. A couple of recliners sat off to the right near a small bookcase and entrance to the kitchen area. Painted white, the room appeared to highlight the bright crimson of so much spilled blood. A large rectangular coffee table sat askew in the middle of the seating area while a giant area rug of multiple colored circles covered the white tiled floor underneath it. 

It was there on top, over, and around the seating area, where the deceased victims had taken their last breaths. The slaughter covered everything within eye range. Gushes joined splashes as dark smears and streaks filled in any gaps. Bloody handprints, most likely from scrambling to escape, coated couch cushions with a few sets trailing off across the floor.

Crumpled against the couch right, half under the wooden coffee table, lay a twisted body. Jets of arterial spray explosively speckled and drenched a section of the left couch. Victim two lay outstretched towards the fireplace, one of her sorority sisters lay draped over her legs facing the staircase. The body of Kelly Vandenberg, a jumbled mess, sat perched midway up the staircase soaking the carpeted steps. One arm still gripped the nearby banister, blood pooled from purpling fingers running down the wall below.  

“I’m counting one, two, three, and four but where’s unlucky number five?” Niles asked looking around. 

“She was right over there when I counted earlier,” she said pointing to the hallway leading to a kitchen.

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure,” she replied. “I may be old, but my dual spell is usually on point.”

“I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” he told her. “It couldn’t have gotten up and walked away.”

“How can you be so calm? Have you taken a look around?” she questioned. “It’s unnerving.” 

He shrugged. “Comes with the territory. It’s a shame, but it isn’t anything we haven’t seen before.” He turned and eyed her inquisitively. “Question is, why aren’t you? You’re usually cool as a cucumber when it comes to things like this.” 

“Usually I’d agree, but it’s a lot to take in all at once. I hate norms getting butchered at any time, but this is taking it five steps beyond my normal threshold.” 

“Truth,” he agreed before walking over to the dead woman nearest them both and kneeling.

She watched from afar as he examined the corpse choosing to focus on the back of his head to avoid the gruesomeness of his findings. He mentioned to her the large claw marks, four as he pointed out, that had dug themselves deep into the woman’s chest region and continued to right below her navel. The lacerations had been so powerful they had shredded clothing, skin, and bone with visceral efficiency, he noted as her head swam with the visuals. Placing a hand over the woman’s terror-filled eyes, he lowered her eyelids and stood back up.

“I’m going to assume they all met the same fate given the amount of gore. From the look of the wounds, it could be an angry escaping demon, a rogue Raijase, a possible Asanti, or maybe even Skitters.”

“Thanks so much for narrowing the field down a little bit,” she mocked. “What, no Sanzors too?”

“Not from what I’ve seen though, it is kind of hard to pinpoint through all this mangled mess. I’m not picking up on Raijase. Besides, the astral wolves don’t hunt college girls and consider norms off-limits. Even spelled to act out, I doubt they would have gone through the trouble to invade a home and slaughter everyone.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” she offered.

“True, but I don’t smell them.” He pulled on his chin. “Nixing them, we know that the Asanti don’t drink blood, though they would leave bodies mutilated. Of course, the energy mortals would have granted them would be so minuscule it would almost not even be worth it to their kind.”

“So...”

“So, angry demon?” he asked with a shrug.

“When is a demon not angry?” she replied questioning his rationality. “I’m not sensing demon, but something darker and just as powerful. It seems to mingle with something familiar, but I can’t place it.”

“I noticed that too,” he confirmed.

“Kelly, our staircase victim was the only spirit lingering when I arrived. She mentioned they were trying to summon something that started with “Ro” or thereabouts. The only name I can recall like that is Roneev, but he isn’t one for this type of foolishness. If I’m right, why choose him? Why would they go through the trouble of getting one of the upper-level demons to do their bidding?” 

“Beats me,” he offered before shrugging once more. “Even if they tried to summon him, he wouldn’t have wasted his time doing this so that lead is a dead end.”

“Literally,” she said waving her hand around the room as if highlighting a grand prize on a game show.

“If they didn’t summon him specifically, however, then some other demonic force loves candlelight, long walks on the beach, cinnamon sticks, and the smell of fresh lavender,” he said pointing over at the coffee table.

She followed his finger. Walking closer, she took special care not to step in anything that would ruin her shiny shoes. Upon the slightly moved coffee table, she spotted a collection of items the women had been using shortly before their deaths. An old wooden Ouija board pushed to the edge now streaked with blood lay before her. A stone mortar and pestle prevented it from toppling to the floor, its insides marked with freshly ground lavender and splashes of blood. Three large purple candles still stood proudly upon the coffee table no doubt extinguished during the scuffle. Within the waxy center of each, three cinnamon sticks protruded out like cheap offerings to whatever force the women had decided to entice.

“Did you notice the clothing?” Niles asked her as she turned to him and shook her head. “Each of them is wearing something purple.” He proceeded to point at each victim as her eyes followed. “This one a blouse, that one a headband, that one’s sweatpants, and this one’s tennis shoelaces.”

She acknowledged him. “All signs seem to point to them wanting him specifically but from what I’ve read about him this isn’t something he’d do. He doesn’t butcher foolish women, not to this extent. It doesn’t rule him out, but there’s got to be something else we’re missing.”

“Maybe the summoning was off, or...” he said growing quiet. “They have most, if not all, the supplies for a simple summoning though I doubt they would have had enough skill, even together, to pull a demon through unless...” 

“Here we go trailing off into obscure connections again and leaving our sentences dangling on the air,” she said rolling her eyes. “Conspiracy theories, take two.”

He paid her no mind. “If one of the women had any magical power, maybe just a smidge of witch blood in their ancestry, a latent ability, or any kind of aptitude for mysticism or the metaphysical, then it’s entirely possible they could have earned a reaction from the astral planes. Combined with the energy focus of the others, it could have been just enough to spark interest.”

“Something sure as hell came through, that we know. If not a demon, then something hungry and ready to fight which leaves us doing double duty cleaning this up and then tracking down a loose cannon with a bad habit of leaving a trail of dead bodies wherever it ends up.” She rubbed at her stomach making a mental note of the tasks laid before them. “We got one more victim to find anyway, maybe by then we can figure it all out.”

“I don’t know where it could have run off to,” he said, “especially if you saw it right there.” He pointed back to the area she had mentioned earlier. “Maybe both of us are overtired and not thinking straight?”

She huffed. “Maybe,” she said sighing. “I’m already over this.”

She stretched her arms up and rolled her neck growing more frustrated at how this entire situation was shaping up. No doubt her physical body, still slumped over a bowl at a kitchen table a hundred miles from here, would be starting to lock up from bad positioning. Even if it was cosmetic while she was here in astral form, it gave her comfort and a chance to not stare at the dead eyes of butchered norms. A drop of something wet splashed against her cheek causing her to startle. 

“What the hell landed on me?” she asked while turning and blinking rapidly afraid to touch it.

He rushed to her side and wiped the droplet off with his finger before giving it a sniff. “It’s saliva.” 

They looked at each other, their eyes growing wider. Without missing a beat, they immediately flicked their heads to the ceiling. The white-eyed gaze of the now very dead, and very unlucky, victim number five stared back.


***
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“WHAT IN THE SEVEN HELLS?” she questioned scanning the ceiling. “How is that even possible?”

“I want to know what that black tar-like stuff is that appears to be holding her up there?”

There she was, the last of this evening’s victims. Plastered against the ceiling by some sort of dark glue type material, the woman’s eyes were wide orbs of white, the look of horror frozen on her face. Her body was ashen gray, shriveled to the bone as if everything inside had been forcibly squeezed out. She looked like a modern-day mummy before the wraps. Her outfit had been ripped away from her body in sections, her nearly nude form punctuated the already grisly scene. Dark gelatinous muck coated portions of her body holding her high above their heads.

“Have you seen that stuff before?” Niles asked. 

“Why do you think I said how is that even possible?” she questioned back. “I think I would have remembered running across nasty-looking goop, especially if it did that to a person.” She looked away.

“I bet she was the one with the possible magical connection cause whatever it is, or was, fed on her energy which resulted in that mess up there.” He pointed. “She doesn’t have the same injuries as the others.” 

“You don’t need to point. I know where you’re lookin’,” she said slapping at his hip. “I just don’t want to keep staring at her staring back down at me.” Huffing, she looked away once more.

“That’s not good,” he said forcing her to look back up. “I think it knows we’re here.” 

“Are you seriously frickin’ kidding me right now?”

“I usually don’t lie when it comes to creepy things like that,” he replied.  

The muck appearing to keep the dead woman glued in place pulsated. Tiny tendrils of blackness that had spread from the corpse along the ceiling rippled before slowly inching back under it and out of sight. The woman’s body trembled as wetness dripped to the floor in front of them.

Sensing the danger rising she braced for the inevitable. Biting hard into the meaty part of her right hand, she winced and pulled it from her mouth as blood oozed and bubbled out. It ran freely from the wound and trickled from her fingertips onto the floor. As Niles foraged through his hip packs, they kept their eyes on the ceiling. 

A wet pulling sound resonated off the walls breaking the silence. To her, it sounded as if a massive piece of packing tape was being pulled free from a slick surface. It sounded wet, it sounded almost inappropriate. A muffled crackling sound joined in like dried twigs being snapped underwater. The body stuttered and twitched before the shriveled husk of victim number five fell from the ceiling hitting the tiled floor with a thudding wet smack.  

“That was interesting, I guess,” Niles said expecting more than a corpse crash landing to the floor.

She hunched down at his side never breaking eye contact with the body as the woman’s dead eyes bored into her. Her bleeding hand continuing to drip, her insides raced with tingling anxiousness and unease. The dark energy in the room had her on red alert. It was never this easy, never. 
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