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~Dedication~



For Emma- A mother, a friend, a relative by choice, a woman headstrong by life and unforgiving in her goals. Thank you for the support, the ear, the shoulder, the head nod of acknowledgement. May the magic find you wrapped in warmth, blanketed in loving light among the stars. Shine brightly brave one, shine bright.  
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Bitter Awakenings

The Keeper Chronicles, Book 1
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Chapter 1
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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
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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. 

“Apparently, that thing was done with its meal. Heads up,” he alerted her pointing back to the ceiling. 

Her eyes cautiously looked up. The black muck held fast to the ceiling pulsing and rippled with negative energy. It suddenly stopped, no motion, no sense of life, still as concrete. She took a quick breath. Then, the black mass along the ceiling started screaming.

Unleashing a sharp piercing sound that filled the room to the point of bursting, she instantly grabbed at her ears and hunched down. Magnified and echoing throughout the house, it reminded her of the wailing of a banshee mixed in with an old tornado siren. A sense of vertigo washed over her from its relentlessness. Something had to give, it had to be stopped.

She slung her bleeding hand upwards. Tiny droplets flung free from the velocity and hit the dark muck like oil landing on water. The shrieking instantly ceased. She felt relieved for the silence, as was Niles, who rubbed at his left ear. With her blood in place, she concentrated on which spell to use. She ran out of time.

The mucky mass dropped from the ceiling smacking onto the floor like a bag of wet towels. Sliding across the floor tiles, it draped itself over the corpse like a giant spider hungrily seeking another victim. As it rose, dark gelatinous tendrils formed and stretched out in all directions, seeking, sensing. Reverberating with renewed interest and a hunger for human flesh, it was prepared to add them both to the menu.

A strobing green light streaked into focus as Niles cast a spell, her focus unwavering on the creature before them both. She heard him mumble something, three illuminated acorns flew past her. She followed them as they landed right in front of the evil they now faced and rolled towards it before becoming still.

“Umm, really?” she questioned. “Please don’t tell me that’s it.”

Before he could answer, the acorns exploded startling her. Three loud popping sounds like detonating firecrackers echoed off the walls in dazzling green and white bursts of magical energy. The dark mass shuddered and shook. Vines materialized along the floor uncoiling themselves, growing, spiraling upwards. Firing around and through the mass, they wrapped themselves across and over each other attacking and trapping it as it let out a high-pitched shriek of shock and pain. Seconds passed. She took a deep breath, relieved that his spell was effective before the vines begin to shrivel, shrink, and turn black.

The vines begin to unfurl and wither away. Appearing touched with poison, the vines recoiled rapidly and died as if touching a hot flame equally cursed with darkness. The magic facilitating their creation drained away dispelled by the dark entity as it convulsed in place. Appearing to shake the vines from its body, they fell from its mass turning to ash along the floor.

“That didn’t work out as planned,” she heard Niles mutter.

“I knew it wouldn’t be that easy,” she said, “it never is.”

It lunged at her. Jerking back with as much grace as a drunken teenager, she narrowly avoided escaping its wet blackness. It was angry, determined, and wasting no more time on their childish games. Her ankle clipped the nearby love seat throwing off her balance. Falling back against one of the couch’s arms, she bounced hard onto the floor pushing it away in the process. Dodging one of the creature’s pulsating tendrils, she gasped and begin trying to scurry backward. The couch impeded her progress having decided now to wedge itself in place against the other couch, the coffee table, and the corpse nearby.

The creature rose in front of her fanning itself out, its tendrils extending like wild snakes on the run. Glaring red eyes appeared at its center penetrating her own. Darkness spread within the room as its widening reach began to snuff out the available light as it drew closer.

This was it, she believed. They had fumbled the ball, in the most inglorious display of magical talent ever. She closed her eyes, held her breath. There was no time for a shield spell, nothing could salvage this situation. Death would claim her, claim Niles, and then continue unabated, unhindered. The hand of fate had dealt the cards, it was now time to pay the dealer. She had gotten slow, careless. Death favors the foolish.

Seconds spiraled into forever. She sat waiting within a living room of corpses prepared to join them. She shut her eyes and turned her head to her approaching doom. A bitter chill spilled across her skin, the smell of darkness and decay hung heavy in the air. Her breath stalled, her body broke out in goosebumps, death’s icy embrace intensified as she began to shake, the chilled air stinging her nostrils, freezing her lungs. She stole a peek at her attacker, a chance to face her demise head-on. 

The creature hovered in place, inches from her face. Its twisted and dark jelly-like mass milliseconds from making her its next meal. Wafting despair, its negative energy was corrupted and vile. Almost tempted to touch it, she lifted her hand to its unmoving body. Its rapidly changing colors detoured her desires as she pulled back.

It swiftly switched before her eyes. Where once pulsing life had driven it forward, it now ceased to show signs of life. The pitch blackness of it drained away being replaced with blue and white tints of coursing magical energy.  From deep within, it crackled as if clinking ice cubes in a glass of warm sweet tea. The creature had been stopped, frozen solid. 

Movement tore her eyes away from the frozen creature. A small black heeled foot swung towards it. In the blink of an eye, it shattered into a million tiny pieces across the living room. Pieces bounced off walls, the floor, and the furniture. Broken shards peppered her sweaty skin before melting away. Raising her hand, she shielded her face against the shrapnel until the frosty bits of the dead creature stopped raining down throughout the living room. 

Lowering her hand, she looked towards Niles. There, next to him, stood her savior offering her a smug look. Her face instantly soured. Of all people to have saved her, she thought grinding her teeth, it had to be that little bitch Valda Belokovich. She already wished she would have died.

“Shit,” she mumbled before sighing and rolling her eyes. 
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Chapter 5


[image: ]




“You could’ve taken out an eye!” she snapped at the pint-sized ice mage. Brushing some leftover pieces of destroyed creature from her body, she allowed Niles to help her up. “I could have died.” 

“Did you?” Valda questioned with an accent reeking of perfectionism and snobbery while dissipating the magical orb still swirling in her open palm. “A simple thank you will suffice.”

“Thank you,” Niles said nodding to the dwarf. 

Valda Belokovich, barely over four feet tall, stood mocking them from the hallway as if towering over them. Shoulder length blond hair lay in freshly styled waves as her blue blouse, black pocketed miniskirt, and designer heels rounded out her middle-aged overpriced sense of self-entitlement. Money was her game; wealthy was her job.

A dazzling gemstone and crystal necklace hung low from her neck almost consumed by her, no doubt, thousands of dollars’ worth of breasts among other obvious treks to the plastic surgeon. As the leader of a small group of Russia-based Keepers, she was a powerful ice mage, a world-renown enchantress, and a shrewd business owner. Keeper elite, a party of one, and she knew it. The only thing colder than her powers was her heart.

She and Valda shared a past. A one-sided hatred, for the most part, a private feud with only her knowing about it. After the smoke cleared one night long ago after a magical skirmish overseas, the distrust and anger had been lit inside her. She had never forgiven Valda, had never gotten over the fact that so many lives had been lost, had never recovered from Niles’s parents both being caught in the crosshairs. Seeing her here flooded her mind with those memories, set a once simmering pot back to a full boil. 

“Why are you here?” she asked Valda. “I didn’t think the circus was in town until next month.”  

“Ever the appreciative one, Truddie Mae. I’d expect nothing less from you.”  

“Good,” she glared, “then you won’t be a bit surprised when I put my foot right up your ass. I’m not above taking you down if you want to keep being lippy, save or no save.”

“I doubt you could lift it that high even with you looking so fresh and young,” Valda countered with flair before smirking and tossing her hair back. “I’d say it’s an improvement over that withered up carcass of the woman you were before,” she said winking, “at least now you’ve finally lost some weight.” 

“Oh. You want to go there, whore?” she questioned, her nostrils flaring hoping she’d get a chance to punch the snide dwarf in the face. She wiped her lip with the back of her hand before clenching it. “Whenever you feel froggy little one, jump.”

“Ladies,” Niles said cutting them both off and raising his arms to distract them as if they were feral cats about to brawl in some back alley. “Claws away please, focus.” He looked over at Valda. “If you would, why are you here?” 

“I was at Cassadaga getting a crystal shipment charged up. I sensed the veil injury about the same time your boss lady, man, it, or thing called me.” She shook as if repulsed before continuing. “It said you two were taking too long and asked me to check in on you.”

“She,” Niles interrupted, “I believe it prefers she.” Valda shrugged caring less.

“Check in on us?” she questioned. “Why would Dusty call you when there’s been little to no communication with any of us for several months.” She didn’t know how she felt about this new information, the emotions still ran rather deep when it came to people nearly in the past.

Valda sighed and shrugged. “In any case, I can see I got here just in time. Considering the smell in here, I’m seriously questioning my decision.” Scrunching up her nose, she looked around. “My hair is going to get ruined, let alone my poor shoes.” Lifting her shoes, one at a time, she checked underneath for any filth or damage.

“Yet, you were just at Cassadaga barely two hours away?” she quizzed her. Something didn’t make sense.

“In the air conditioning, of course,” Valda replied with a huff of aggravation. “As if I’d be so simple-minded to flutter about Florida in the summer getting sweaty with the help.”

“Of course,” she agreed, “heavens forbid you go and chip a nail or break a sweat. You’d probably die on the spot as I’m sure you’ve never heard of manual labor let alone experienced it.”

“This again,” Niles butted in, “really?”

“She started it,” Valda defended crossing her arms and turning from her stare. “I’m only here to assist.”

“But why you when Dusty could have easily shown up?” Niles questioned.

“I assume it was because I was the closest and she, he, it was otherwise occupied,” she told them pulling a compact from her hip pocket to check her face. “There aren’t many of us left anymore. I mean, minus the three you have in comas to keep them protected completely unaware of their abilities and powers being so useful to the cause.” She gave them both a slight glance as if looking down on street trash. “It’s been three years of boredom for you both, it’s understandable if sloppy tactics came into play.”

“Who you calling sloppy?” she asked defensively feeling the anger spread across her cheeks. “You better listen up, Dwarfasaurus. We’ve never fought something like that before so while you’re busy throwing shade and treating us as fresh recruits you might want to check yourself and remember that fact.”

Niles sighed loudly and rubbed his face. “Let’s just figure this all out, please. Once it’s over, you two can carry on like middle schoolers and fight over the last juice box.” 

She grunted her disapproval; an awkward silence filled the room. She watched in abject disgust as Valda playfully kicked at the dead body lying in front of her and rolled her eyes as if inconvenienced. The amount of human carnage appeared to be a boring subject to the snobby one like the entire scene was beneath her and a complete waste of her time. It took all her power to quell her anger at the woman’s attitude, all of it. 

“I’m bored, let’s hurry this along,” Valda spoke flitting her hands about the room. “What do we know about all of this?”

She stayed quiet and leaned against the corner of the loveseat as Niles provided Valda with a quick rundown of events. Visions of ripping the woman’s scalp free from her tiny body and resting it on her mantle scrolled through her mind keeping her entertained during their exchange. While waiting for them to finish, she quickly cast a simple heal spell on her hand to seal away the teeth marks. The warming sensation flowed through flesh and traveled up her arm calming her, ever so slightly, and allowed her to tolerate side-eye from the blonde bimbo before her. Having Valda here, on her turf, in her face was something she couldn’t stand, but a save earned the dwarven snoot a reprieve if only for a little bit. Maturity sucks, she told herself. One minute you want to kill someone, the next, not so much.

“So, that’s how we found them. We’re still unsure what that mucky-looking creature was, and if something else came through with it,” Niles said finishing.

“I see,” Valda said taking a moment to think as she surveyed the room. “How long was the breach open before you got here?” 

“I got here within twenty minutes, maybe thirty tops,” she replied crossing her arms.  

Niles came to her side. “I arrived a few minutes after Mom got here.”

Valda paused and touched her chin. “Other things may have exited the tear in that time frame before you both showed up. It’s possible, however, not definite.”

“Oh, something else definitely came through,” she commented. “One look around makes it obvious.”

“The wounds are the same for four of the victims, but different from that one,” Niles said pointing to the shriveled mess on the floor nearest Valda.

“We aren’t sure what it was, but we narrowed it down and think they originally wanted to summon the demon Roneev,” she added. “The lingering spirit of the one on the stairs blubbered about it before passing through the veil.”

Valda smirked, her face perking up. “I noticed the discount evocation setup but seriously, Roneev of all demons?” she questioned tossing her hair back. “Silly norms, always wanting to play with the unknown.” She bent down giving victim five a closer inspection. “My main concern, however, is this one here.” 

“The thing you killed did that to her, we believe. It also acted like our powers barely bothered it.”

“The lack of its reaction to your powers makes sense as it was a cast off, from a Harvester no less,” Valda nonchalantly mentioned enthralled in her self-proclaimed superior intelligence.

“A Harvester?” she questioned feeling her eyes bulge at the news. “I thought they were just folklore. I didn’t even think they existed.”

“But why would—” 

“We have more to deal with than the veil breach, but I’ll explain later. Right now, we need to clean this mess up and leave before that dampening spell fades,” Valda directed cutting Niles off mid-sentence with a dismissive hand. Rising, she walked around the corpse and joined them near the couches. “Ready when you two are, and please, no holding hands. I don’t know where they’ve been.”

“Hell, it’s more likely we’d catch something from you,” she scoffed. “It’d probably be safer eatin’ a urinal cake from a truck stop bathroom.” Stiffening, she sneered down her nose at the pretentious dwarf.

Valda met her eyes. “Such a trashy mouth for a young lady,” she softly spoke appearing unbothered while flicking her hair with a dainty hand. “Oh, that’s right, I forgot that you’re filled with the rotting remains of that dirt sniffer from the Jurassic period.”

Niles, clearing his throat, blocked their views of each other with his tall frame. “Please don’t make me mute you both because if you can’t act civilized so we can finish, I will.” He paused waiting to see if anyone would abject, she chose not to, for now. “Remember the verse?”

“Yes,” she told him. 

“Revelare,” Valda spoke as she waved a free hand across the expanse of the living room. 

The veil manifested its glowing red presence into reality overlaying everything it crossed with crimson translucency. It filled the room with brightness chasing back the shadows of the grisly scene. Their eyes fixated on its center trying to ignore the death littered all around them. Although every Keeper could easily invoke the veil, repairing a tear or breach required a stronger focus, teamwork, and a powerful magic exchange for anything of this magnitude.

Chanting in unison, their voices called out. “Deinde visus est, et tenebrae lucem, et oculos aperire ad dexteram velum.”  

It answered their plea pulsing and dazzling with their combined energy seeming to become energized with renewed intensity. Currents of colors from their specific magical powers danced across its surface like drops of paint dripped upon a slowly moving creek. The breach was highlighted like a large hole had been haphazardly cut from a curtain in front of a window. She could see the purplish color of the astral planes beyond the opening slowly stirring in the background. Its glittering skies coupled with darkness shifted and floated by among constantly transforming clouds across its never-ending expanse.

“Wow, that’s an impressive tear. No wonder it woke me from a dead sleep,” she said. “It looks like something wanted to get out in the worst way.”

“Would a Harvester do that, could it?” Niles asked.

“Not likely,” Valda replied. “Of course, one has never been seen in our reality. It’s a possibility, but from what I know, it’s not their typical mode of operation. It could have been forced out, for whatever purpose, so there’s always that to consider.” 

“Either by force or choice, it’s out here now strolling along with whatever decided to join it with the claws. Where they all wandered off to is another mystery to solve,” she added as Valda quietly agreed. “Let’s get this done and move along so we can concentrate on solving the rest of this mess.” 

They grew quiet as they focused, each of their hands glowing brightly with energy that joined the hue of the veil. Trails of green, blue, and red danced from their bodies with directed life as they drifted into the nearly translucent barrier causing it to glisten with acceptance of their magical offering. The breach began to slowly stitch itself closed, each pulse of energy from their willing bodies a renewing gift. The window to the other side grew smaller as that world, that supernatural landscape of forever, sealed itself from their eyes. Safely repaired, the veil hummed with gratitude before blinking out of sight. 

Valda exhaled and wiped her brow. “Now that we’ve taken care of that, I’ll meet you both outside.” Skirting around the bloodshed, she exited as she called over her shoulder, “Try not to dally.”

“I’d like to dally her with a sledgehammer,” she grumbled under her breath as Valda left.

Niles snickered before clearing his throat. “You done?”

“Sorry, yes. She rubs me the wrong way, really bad.”

“Couldn’t tell,” he teased.

“Go ahead, honey. You had a thought?” 

Niles nodded. “Doesn’t this all sound a little too real, a little too extreme even for us?”

“Yep, just a tad. I wouldn’t stress too much over it though, we’ll do what we gotta do like always.”

He smiled at her motherly attempt to reassure him even as her stomach was churning with anxiety and the confusion of the whole ordeal was angrily punting thoughts through her head. A breach, a round of dead bodies, some angry clawed creatures, and a possible escape by something she’d never experienced before left her overly concerned. Added to that the appearance of Valda, Niles showing back up, and Dusty randomly acting like a boss made her frazzled on every level. She needed to stay calm though keeping it together was beginning to become harder than she thought possible. No need to light the torches and hit the alarms, not yet anyway. They needed more information before the running and screaming started and she was sure it would come around shortly.

Following Niles out, they stood on the steps watching Valda pace along the sidewalk leading to the road. The smaller woman looked annoyed as she carried on a conversation with her cell phone plastered to her ear. Rolling her eyes and flicking her hand out several times as she walked in circles, they stood listening to her end of a heated conversation.

“It’s Dusty isn’t it?” Niles whispered to her.

“Who else?” she questioned back watching Valda’s facial expressions. “I know the look, been there.” 

She had too, several times. She could tell without question Valda was getting an ear full by someone that annoyed the hell out of her. She didn’t envy Valda one bit being knee-deep and ass high in the thick of it with none other than their brassy, and mostly always in control boss, Dusty Rhodes. Not one bit.

***
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HAVING MET DUSTY AROUND 1997 the same time she had been introduced to Valda who had traveled from Omsk in southwest Siberia, she had enjoyed an interesting evening learning something new. It had been a pleasant night before the bottom fell out of their lives deep in a forest slightly north of Svishtov, Bulgaria. She, and many Keepers from around the world, had gathered to stop a mystical army of Romani spell weavers hungry for power. They had devised a way to breach the veil using the energy of their deceased ancestors, a strategy that would have threatened reality itself before destroying the astral planes in the process. They could not allow their plan to come to fruition. 

The ones that had heeded the call to assist, came to town preparing a makeshift headquarters near the Danube river along the town’s banks, one closest to the forest's edge leading to an open meadow. It was quaint, simple, a new foreign place she had visited in her many years exploring the life of a Keeper. That night, once everyone had filtered back into town, Dusty had wandered into her life and she’d been intrigued ever since.

He appeared a regular good-looking and well-built man around six feet tall. The only oddity besides a weird skin color was that he showed up dressed as a woman. She remembered staring at him. Puzzled by his appearance, she couldn’t take her eyes from his mannerisms, his clothing, his horrible makeup skills. Swaying through the group wearing skintight jeans, laced up black boots, a baby blue sweater, a frilly scarf, a bright red wig, and bad makeup, Dusty had intrigued. She had been as confused as he appeared to be, the questions were endless.

Later, when drinks were flowing and stories were being spun, she had gotten her answers. Dusty was a tribrid, a human born with the mixed blood of light and dark. An amalgam of three bloodlines, two not of this reality. Somehow, combined blood magically blended within a growing human fetus creating this rarity, this abomination, this nearly genderless oddity with gray-colored skin that just happened to also be a Keeper. The mechanics boggled her mind, in fact, they still do.

A tribrid, considered one of the truest rarities within their magical world, was something most of them had never heard of or seen before. Yet, there Dusty stood preferring to present as female, not quite human, not quite alien. It had been the first and last time she had ever met one in all her years and was still one of the only veil walkers she’d ever come into contact with. Lucky for her that she had decided to travel this far to help. 

Dusty never did give her age that evening. Since she had stopped aging and counting birthdays herself after stumbling into some nasty witch antics outside Memphis around 1924 making her nearly immortal at sixty-seven, she hadn’t bothered to ask. She instinctively knew they already shared a weird connection, stolen glances between them both all evening proved it, her senses added to the confirmation. A bond had been formed before either of them knew it and had lasted ever since.

Having shared many adventures throughout the years and participating in many more, they were casual friends and teammates. Their lives ran parallel at times, others, barely any interaction. Matching her skill for skill and beyond concerning her understanding of the supernatural world she was a part of, Dusty’s use of light and dark magic coupled with the tribrid’s ability to lead with fierceness proved itself time and time again. She would follow blindly, normally did, even after questioning every step. You either followed the tribrid’s lead or stepped out of the way.

Valda’s loud chattering stirred her from her memories. She was thankful Dusty had made an appearance back into her life after being gone so long even if she now questioned just how bad it was or was going to get if it warranted her involvement. Time would tell, it always did, it always would come hell or high water. 


***
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“YES, DUSTY. OF COURSE, it’s been sealed,” Valda loudly spoke as she continued to pace. “About 30 minutes, maybe more... no, I could not have. Five. Well, four shredded like cabbage, one force drained.”

She could hear Dusty screeching from the phone speaker wishing she could hear the whole conversation from both ends. Knowing Valda’s tiny little ear must be ringing something awful by now almost made her happy. She gave Niles a knowing look. They’d been in her position more than once through the years.

“Yes, a Harvester... I’m almost positive. It left a cast off. I don’t know Dusty, for the free candy? Do I look like its personal secretary? Yes, fine. Hold on.” Valda huffed, lowered the phone, and urged them to her side before pressing the speaker button on the phone as they leaned closer. “You’re on speaker.”

“Flying shit storms on Jupiter!” Dusty screeched testing the limits of Valda’s phone speaker. “Why the hell is this taking so long to finish? We’re neck-deep in it and you two decide to almost get killed? I know three years is a long time, but it’s not fucking exploratory surgery, it’s magic!”

“Our apologies, Dusty. We were unaware of the cast off upon arrival, hence the delay,” Niles anxiously spoke at the phone. “We didn’t see it had attached itself to the ceiling.”

“No shit, Niles,” the tribrid said matter-of-factly. “If it wasn’t for me sending Valda when I did, you two would be tits up and toes pointed north by now.”

“Thanks for caring so much about our safety, really so kind of you to send someone to jump in on our behalf instead of coming yourself. We’re all done here now on both accounts, your concern has been noted,” she chimed in sarcastically feeling her cheeks heating up with aggravation. “Also, watch the language.” 

She was not one to be scolded like a puppy, considered boss or not, especially this early in the morning and after weeks and months of being left alone in that big home near the swamp. Knowing Dusty was letting off steam out of worry for their safety, she still had to draw the line. 

Dusty let out a deflating sigh. “Alright, sorry. Honestly, though, you know how I get when I’m fired up, I’m bound to drop f-bombs all over. Anyway, get this shit covered up before the dampening spell fades, then move your asses out.” 

Background noise filtered through the phone. She tensed up as the familiarity connected in her mind. A faint jingle of bells rang out across the distance, a muffled purr soon followed. She looked at them both with concern before rolling her eyes and shaking her head. Dusty was in her home, already. Uninvited, again.

“Meet up at Truddie Mae’s. I’m here now,” Dusty said as the familiar creak of her refrigerator door confirmed his exact location, “and try to make it sometime this fucking week!” The call ended.

They stared at her with questions as embarrassment washed over her. Although Dusty had visited her home in the past, the tribrid had never shown up while she was astral projecting across space and time. Knowing Dusty was there, most likely standing around gawking at her body slumped over the kitchen table left her feeling exposed. Dusty had been magically invited from the start, even if the tribrid would have no problem bypassing her security measures around the property. The cats would not have even bothered. She was stuck, good and bad. 

Valda slid her phone into her pocket as they followed her to the street. “Furnace it down.”

“Are you serious?” Niles questioned. “All the way to ground?”

Valda nodded. “Everything, nothing but ash should remain. There’s not much else we can do here. It should be fully engulfed or close enough to finish by the time the dampening spell fades. A horrible unfortunate accident, no questions, no suspects.”

“Before we fire up the cremation process, have you thought about how the medical examiners are going to handle the ones that looked as if they’d been run over by a dump truck?” she asked Valda. “I mean, a house fire is one thing, but those women were butchered and suffered damage not consistent with a normal house fire.” 

Valda sighed. “When the roof collapses, it’ll handle the details. Large wooden support beams can do a great deal of damage to the human body. You worry too much over such petty things.”

“I worry about allowing norms to be made aware of our existence, either by accident or purpose.”

“The norms do not and will not know anything after we leave. They’ll be none the wiser about all that,” Valda said flitting her hand towards the sorority house of chaotic bloodshed behind them.

“Fine then, whatever. It’s your ass if it goes south,” she said huffing knowing there was nothing left to say. “Let’s just finish it up and be done with it already.”

She hated relinquishing control to Valda and her holier than thou attitude, but she remembered the rules they were all governed by not that it made it any easier. In ensuring the stability of the veil, norms were never to be made fully aware of its existence, the astral planes beyond, nor the denizens who reside there. Simple awareness was always preferable to outright comprehension but even that was a very gray area. She might not always agree, but she knew she had to go along with the others and hope for the best.

Niles pulled a stub of a white candle from a pouch at his side before whispering over it. A dancing flame manifested upon it as he lowered down on one knee and displayed the burning candle in his open palm. She swung in close placing her arm on his shoulder and peered into the glowing candle as Valda followed suit on his other side.

“I was hoping you’d remember we were shorter than you,” she whispered in his ear, “that would have been an awkward climb.” He snorted under his breath and smiled as they began to focus.

Their combined energies spooled forth, the colors of their magic joining the flickering candle flame before them. A unified source, an amplified effort always with greater potency than a single spell. She nodded to them to continue, they nodded back they were ready.

“A million ignes animabus purgatis,” they quietly recited chanting it louder until their voices rang out in the heavy night air while they remained fixated on the candle and the house behind it. 

After three times, they stopped. Niles blew the candle out. They watched silently as the smoke from the smoldering wick drifted from the candle and traveled across the street and up the sidewalk towards the sorority house as if on a mission to rid the area of its sinister secret, controlled by those in charge. Within seconds, it did just that.

She heard the whoosh of the fire being enacted within the home, the faint glow of warm orange and yellow upon the curtains dancing deep within. Seconds later, its brightness illuminated every downstairs window in its ferocity. The magically created fire stormed through the first floor, engulfing with endless hunger. As the heat intensified from the raging inferno they had created, the warmth could be felt from the street. They stood watching the fire engulf the house, each lost in thoughts, each going over the details they had stumbled upon since arriving. 

“We’ll meet back up shortly. Thanks for the swell time, not,” Valda said before rolling her eyes.

She watched as Valda adjusted her skirt and rubbed her large crystal necklace. A blue and white swirl of magical energy spiraled from the ground around her expensive shoes growing larger and wider until it completely enveloped the woman’s small frame. A bright flash of released spell power later and Valda was away, off teleporting to her house to meet up with Dusty or somewhere else in between.

“Must have to go eat a baby or probably change back to a man,” she said snorting at the thought.

Niles chuckled. “You two,” he said shaking his head, “make me feel like Clyde stuck between a miniature-sized Bonnie and well, another miniature-sized Bonnie.” They shared a quick laugh as she smacked his hip.

“See ya in a bit dear. I’ll get the coffee on,” she told him. “I think we’re going to need it.”

“I think you’re right,” he agreed.

She watched as he took small leaves from his hip pack. Focusing on them in his palm, the leaves began to give off a faint green glow as he dropped them to the ground. They flittered to the pavement leaving shimmering trails of energy lingering in the air as they traveled. Wind filtered through the trees pressing against them from all sides as wisps of his colored energy began encircling his rugged frame. He tapped his shoes on the pavement freeing them of any mud and grime knowing better than to enter her house with dirty shoes before smiling at her. She smiled back as his eyes flashed with emerald green intensity and he was gone.  

In the silence of his departure, sirens warbled their distressed cries into the night growing louder as they approached. The dampening spell had expired allowing normalcy to return. The leaves urged into action by his travel spell fluttered and swirled themselves back into resting positions along the pavement. The fire raged on within the sorority house as the roof collapsed on the scene and she, much like the exhale from a cigarette, drifted into nothingness, an apparition heading home.
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Chapter 6
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She opened her eyes and took a deep breath. Slinging her head back from the scrying bowl, she groaned against the stiffness in her neck. Astral traveling always took a toll on her body. Giving her eyes a chance to adjust to the kitchen brightness, she reached over and gave Burke a quick rub on the head as he patiently waited for her. The chubby tabby let out a quick meow and darted from the chair, his jingling collar fading off no doubt to inform Wells they could return to nap time.

“Woman, you really need better grub in your fridge, these cold cuts taste like ass.”

She startled and swung around in her chair, her momentary lapse of having forgotten about Dusty being in her home, in her life, again sending her already frayed nerves a jolt. It was a sight she had imagined but was never overly prepared for, and just as she suspected, there stood the tribrid in her kitchen eating a sandwich.

“That was the taste I was going for; I knew you’d love it,” she quipped.

“Hardy har hardly,” Dusty fired back continuing to chew open-mouthed as crumbs fell to the floor.

Standing there dressed in black jeans, black sneakers, and a shimmering light green blouse, the tribrid looked about as put together as a blind man in his wife’s closet. A garishly red bobbed wig reflected the kitchen glow making it appear vibrant and alive, a flashy plastic appeal against an ashy gray skin tone. Dark wet stains smeared across the bottom of the blouse as several droplets could be seen spattered across the upper portion coating her left arm, the one not stuffing food into her mouth and dirtying up the kitchen.

“What in the hell are those stains? Are you hurt?” she anxiously questioned.

“This?” Dusty pointed to the smeared patches on her shirt as she nodded. “Heavens no, it’s Skitter blood.”

“Skitter blood?” She rose from her chair and met the tribrid at the counter. “Where, how?”

“Oh, it was the other thing that escaped the tear in the veil besides the Harvester, well, other things rather. Skitters, three of them. All dead now. In fact, I just got back in before I called Valda,” Dusty leisurely explained choking down large bites of sandwich.

“Three Skitters?” she asked as Dusty confirmed. “Damn. I bet they thought it was party time when the veil opened.” She watched as the tribrid paid her no mind continuing to stuff bites of sandwich into her mouth. “You know for an ass sandwich you sure are going to town on it.” 

“I'm starving,” Dusty told her while chewing. “Running through the forest works up an appetite. I’d eat a deep-fried pony if one was offered.” Looking down at her half-eaten sandwich, she offered her a little wave with it as ham and cheese slices slapped together. 

“We’re fresh out of spare ponies and forgive me if the dinner menu is not up to your usual high standard of tastes,” she teased. “Also, no you cannot cook one of the cats, I’m still not over the bunny incident.” 

Dusty frowned and swallowed. “I want to know how you, a little black girl, manages to drive to the grocery store in this one-horse town without being noticed and taken to an orphanage? I would've assumed you'd have gone feral by now.” 

“A simple glamour spell is all it takes. I cast it before going out to look like an adult. Once home, poof, instant 11-year-old.” She offered the chewing tribrid a set of jazz hands. "I’m sure you do the same daily to cover your weird skin tone or that bad wig. The fewer people that know, the better."

“Crafty. I should have expected as much coming from you,” Dusty said, “and yes, I do the same.”

“How’d you managed to take on all three Skitters by yourself?” 

She remembered how much of a struggle they were to manage, how much destruction they could leave in their wake once free of the astral planes and given an open road for adventure within reality. She and Dusty had battled one once that had gotten loose in the gym locker room of a nearby high school. Never had she seen one before that evening, never again would she forget.

As astral creatures, they were always up to no good when it came to finding a way through the veil. Mischievous and toddler-sized, they resembled imps with their greenish-gray skin and yellow eyes. Their penchant for chaos set them apart from most creatures from the other side, barely. They would be considered cute if not for the sharp claws protruding from their pudgy tiny fingers. Meaner than a caged rat, they could rival just about anything in damage and death tolls if given half a chance. One was no joke, but three, however, would be like releasing rabid honey badgers into a crowded mall during a holiday sale.

“I didn’t. Brenner was there with his pack,” Dusty replied finishing her sandwich as she stared at her.

“Brenner... Brenner was in the area?” She felt the warmth spread across her chest, the flare in her cheeks.

“Up north, yes,” Dusty replied. “They sniffed them out before I got there so I mainly only helped. By the way, he says hello.” Lowering her eyes, Dusty blinked rapidly several times failing miserably at a sultry look.

“Stop,” she said chuckling. “Brenner and I are old crotchety porch pals, nothing more, nothing less. He might be sweet on me, but I don’t add any honey to the pot,” she said blushing as Dusty looked on in doubt.

She lied; she felt the same way. Brenner, an old chubby silver-haired astral wolf, was pack leader to a large group of Raijase living in the forest north of Gainesville. She fancied him a hundred ways to Sunday. While not in animal form, his wavy hair, rosy cheeks, and square chin created the rugged heavy-framed features she enjoyed seeing. Well versed in conversation, he had also developed a never-ending love of her home cooking whenever they could meet up. 

A simple connection, time with him made her forget about their magical world while hinting at a life she had always wished for herself. Moments of bliss out on the porch mid-spring and captured memories of shared laughter during dinner rippled through time. Enjoying his company, it was the closest thing to a real relationship with a man she’d ever had but they both knew it would never go beyond those precious interludes when it came to their supernatural lives. Regardless of her finding herself trapped in the body of a young girl and him being an astral wolf that could easily shift to human, she couldn’t stop her heart from beating with the rhythm of possibility, a chance at love. Beyond the magic, she was human, after all. 


***
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SHE REMEMBERED RUNNING with Brenner and his crew about ten years ago when she and Dusty had ventured into their territory chasing after four warlocks drunk with power and fueled by evil magic. After the warlocks had kidnapped a local girl named Sophie Wilkens out of a town named Sanderson, they had raced to intervene. Not every threat came from the astral planes, some hit closer to home, some showed humankind’s dark side.

Brenner’s pack had easily sniffed out the stench of their magical maleficence and had led her and Dusty through the dense woods eventually ending up at the warlocks’ makeshift campsite. Upon arriving, the warlocks were already mid-way through a demon summoning ritual with young Sophie as the unwilling participant which would offer it a new body with the young girl’s soul as its enticing snack.

They wanted to control it to do their bidding, she could have saved them time and told them it would never work. It was never simply a cut and paste scenario when evil forces and magic were involved. Demons typically follow orders about as well as a busload of kids on sugar highs, something the warlocks hadn’t taken into consideration. Regardless, a counterattack was needed, lives needed to be saved. It went over like a lead balloon.

The warlocks, fueled by drops of demon blood, were formidable. The skirmish escalated quickly during which she was tasked with breaking the summoning spell and escaping with Sophie. It backfired horribly. There in the heat of battle, surrounded by bloody astral wolves, spell-slinging warlocks, and a sweaty tribrid, she took one for the team and died. A thrown athame to the back ensured it. Striking deep, the blade pierced her heart. Still in the process and mindset to save the girl, she reached out to Sophie upon a giant wooden slab and forced her remaining energy into astral form before slamming it into the girl’s body. Desperation makes one do crazy things and, in the moments before dying, everything changed in the blink of an eye.

Her sacrifice broke the ritual’s connection. A girl had been saved in the loosest sense of the word. Violently entering the girl’s body in the last few seconds of her own life, she had disrupted the warlocks’ plans a hero, of sorts. As she watched her old wrinkly lifeless body slump to the ground, she knew it came with a price.

The summoned demon, having nearly had a chance to fully attach itself to the girl’s soul, had been so injured when the spell was severed that it could no longer fight, could no longer escape to the astral planes. It became trapped and clung to the soul of Sophie Wilkens, entwined for eternity with her sharing space with them both. With no easy fix in sight, they remained a body with three inhabitants. A soul, a demon, and an old foolish woman’s astral projection inside one body with her being the dominant control.

The old Truddie Mae Watts died that day after almost three lifetimes of living. Believing death would solve all her problems, she had been wrong on so many levels. The witch’s curse from Memphis had remained, the issue with never aging holding steady even in astral form. Immortal in a way, she became the main representation of the trio she inadvertently became a player in. Truddie Mae Watts, Sophie Wilkens, and an injured demon she would later learn was named Olin, a party of peculiarity. This life, her new normal.

She never forgot the surreal scene of Brenner and Dusty burying her old body near the altar in the forest. Wrapped in the robes of the deceased warlocks as their nude bodies burnt in a twisted piled behind them, she had looked down into the freshly dug grave as her body was delivered to the earth, forever. It was visually painful to witness, harder to define. Everything had changed, nothing made sense. She never returned; she swore she never would.

The regret, the guilt for Sophie remains despite her trying to push it aside. The poor girl lost everything that day and now sits a weakened soul wanting to be set free, wanting to offer her family closure. She couldn’t comfort them, on Sophie’s behalf, trapped inside their missing daughter; couldn’t face the thought of growing up all over again with the mind of an adult. Olin was the other issue, the other scar on her record. She felt bad for it too. Simply existing with no recourse or release, it was cut off from power, and the astral planes, forever stuck. She was in the same boat as them, set adrift in a thankless sea losing everything in the process. Every day she was denied access to her heart’s desire. Rinse, and repeat.

All attempts at solving her dilemma had failed. Nothing in the record books or any information collected from other Keepers she spoke with offered a viable solution. No magical trick could steer the boat back on course. After many failed attempts and false leads, she abandoned hope and sucked it up like a big girl, in a little body. She would continue her magical duties but never forget. In time, it had become easier, the tears lessened.

She had visited Brenner only once since, about a year after the incident. They both knew things had changed, they’d been dealt a bad hand in life. A young girl and an astral wolf could never be together, they would never be anything more than friends. One day, they promised themselves, and each other. One day, a change, a fix, a spell. One day, a possibility to live a semi-normal existence in a not even close to being a normal kind of world.


***
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HER EYES BLINKED BACK into focus as she reeled from her trip down memory lane. Tears raced down her cheek. Embarrassed, she tried to wipe them away. Having spent too long reminiscing, Dusty stood there giving her the oddest look while snapping her fingers in front of her face like a hypnotist about to wake someone up. 

“Hello?” Dusty questioned. “Earth to tiny black woman, come in, come in.”

She shooed away her hand. “Seriously?”

“Where’d you go off to? Were you having a round of mental sexy time with your fur buddy?” 

“Lost in thought thinking about that day when I ended up like this,” she said pointing at herself. “Seems like yesterday, but it still hurts the same.” She wiped at her eyes. 

“Don’t dwell. It’s not good for the soul, either of them,” Dusty said moving a finger to her chest and tapping it twice. “Focus on the now. We’ll continue to look for a solution when we can, we won’t give up. I promise we’ll find it, we can’t leave you in that body forever, even if you never age.”

"I'll hold ya to it, for sure I will." She smiled. “Sooner preferable to later, but I’ll take what I can get.”

“I’m sure you would,” Dusty said chuckling, “but we’ll keep looking to find a way to separate the chocolate from that little magical box of Neapolitan ice cream going on in there.”

“Actually,” she corrected, “we’re more like triple fudge soft serve.”

“Sounds delicious,” Dusty said laughing before bowing her head. “My apologies.”

She laughed at the tribrid’s reactions. “Thank you, not only for the much-needed humor but also for still looking for a spell or a workaround to free us all.”

Dusty gently lifted her chin, their eyes met. “Always. Now, are you going to hug me and make me some damn breakfast, or do I need to see about eating one of the cats? Do you have ketchup to go with them?”

“Crazy fool,” she replied laughing and slapping at her.

She leaned in for a hug and squeezed. It had been a long time. Dusty felt warm, calming, and safe while smelling of freshly cut flowers, sunlight, burnt toast, and dirty dishwater. She ignored it. Dusty’s mixture of body oils and pheromones mingled in her nostrils as the scents of a human, demon, and angel swirled into one collective smell. Lingering in the embrace, she gently pulled away.

“Help me set up the coffee and I’ll take care of the rest.”

“That’s my girl, I mean literally, girl,” Dusty teased.

“You never hit pause on that mouth, do you?” 

“Only when food is being shoved into it,” Dusty replied as they both giggled.

A couple of minutes later the coffee was percolating and sausage links were sizzling on low in a small skillet filling the kitchen with glorious smells. Standing on her white stool, she cracked eggs into a bowl while Dusty watched with zeal. It made her happy to cook for someone other than herself, the motherly instinct had always stayed strong.

“You gonna stand there salivating into silliness or do you think you should maybe run a washcloth over that filthy body and change out of those clothes?” she asked. “Don’t come to my table lookin’ a mess.”  

"Sorry, you know how food mesmerizes me," Dusty replied fixated. “I brought a small bag from my apartment in Tampa. Can I use that spare bedroom upstairs?”

“Yeah, knock yourself out,” she replied. “I cleaned it up last week. I guess I sensed it was going to be needed. Just stay clear of Niles’s room, he hates people touching his things.”

“Speaking of Captain Shrubbery, where is he? I told everyone to get here pronto.”

“As a nature mage, you know he uses the air currents along the ley lines and it takes a little longer for him to get where he needs to go,” she explained. “Chill on the nicknames though, you’re gonna give him a complex. I’m the only one besides Gordy that can get away with calling him by a nickname, and that’s by default only.” 

“About our flying squirrel...” Dusty’s voice faded completely ignoring her request as an emerald green glow filled the living room drawing her attention. “He’s here now.”

“You don’t listen for shit, do you?” she asked as Dusty responded by sticking out her tongue.

The air shifted in the kitchen whipping in from the living room. She placed her hand close to the stove’s burner to prevent the gas flame from being extinguished as Dusty wandered off to greet Niles. The cat’s collars rang incessantly throughout the house as they too appeared excited in his return. Admittedly, so was she.

She knew he would find the house had not changed much since his departure. The dark brown sofa still sat in front of the giant paneled windows as a light beige love seat sat opposite it, an oak coffee table in the center. Her old burgundy recliner, covered in a crocheted throw of numerous colors, remained next to a square end table stuffed full of crafting supplies. Never one for change, she refused to modernize her surroundings past comfortable.

The large fireplace and stone hearth remained the same. The votive candle holder in its black interior, never used. Next to it, on a tiny wooden cart, an ancient relic of a television set accumulating dust. Nearby, under a mantle holding a picture of them all when the world was new and exciting, he would still find her three blue and white tackle boxes. Inside them, a collection of macabre, a surplus of supplies from bones, to witchcraft necessities, to numerous vials of blood from every possible source imaginable. Nothing out of place, nothing. Overly cautious, always prepared, stuck in the past, and preserving the memory of a somewhat ordinary life, it was how she rolled.

“Hey furballs, give me some loving,” she heard Niles call out as the cats hurried to his side. “You guys are so big and squishy; I want to eat you both up.”

“Don’t mention eating them cause your Mom is out of ketchup, I asked already,” Dusty said.

Niles chuckled. “Dusty, nice to see you again.”

“Come here you,” she heard Dusty say before Niles grunted and mumbled something out of earshot no doubt with his face squished up against the tribrid’s chest.

“What's with the blood? Is it yours?”

“Nah, Skitters.”

“No shit? How many, where?” 

“Slow down, I’ll tell you over breakfast but first I need a shower and from the smells that you’re putting out, I’d recommend you do the same. You look and smell like that sandwich I just ate.” 

“I heard that tri-bitch,” she bellowed from the kitchen smiling. “Just because you can’t see me doesn’t mean my ears stopped working.”

"Language dear, no need for the salty tongue with your son in the house," Dusty sarcastically replied before snorting and heading upstairs.

She felt Niles approach, his big frame blocking out the overhead light as she turned to greet him. He kissed her upturned cheek before reaching past her and grabbing a large green mug instantly pouring himself a steaming good amount of coffee.

“Smells so good in here. Thank you, I definitely need this,” he said taking a quick sip. “Dusty seems a little calmer now, did you catch hell when you got back?”

“Nope,” she answered, “unless she’s planning something later.”

“She mentioned Skitters, as in plural. How did that work out?” 

“The claw marks on the victims were from them. They must have busted loose ahead of the Harvester before heading north, probably scared and frantic to get away from it or wanting to race off and cause trouble,” she told him. “Brenner and his pack helped Dusty take them down.”

“Well, at least that part of the crime scene from earlier can be explained. Brenner though...”

She looked up at his trailing off voice. He stood there rapidly blinking his eyes and giving her a sexy look much like Dusty had attempted as if he was reeling in the vapors of a new beau. She burst out laughing before slapping at his shoulder.

“You and Dusty both are nuttier than squirrel turds with this whole Brenner and me business. Both of ya’ll, crazy as hell.” She shook her head and continued to work on scrambling up some eggs.

“Come on Mama Mae, we all know how you feel,” he goaded. “I swear you turn three shades of red whenever his name is brought up. You’re blushing, even now,” he said pointing at her cheeks.

“It’s hot by the stove is all, mind your business,” she said playing along before winking.

He laughed. “Uh-huh. The stove isn’t the only thing cooking.”

“Hush up, crazy fool,” she said joining in his laughter and good-natured ribbing.

He paused; she knew what was coming. “You haven’t seen him since the change?” He rubbed her shoulder. 

“You mean since I got stuck sharing Sophie’s body with her soul and Olin?” she asked as he nodded. “Only once,” she replied. “Nothing can be done about it now, and I don’t try to let it weigh on me either. We were on borrowed time, we knew that. Him being an astral wolf, and me, just an old swamp rat meant it was never in the cards,” she said as she fought against the sadness creeping across her face.

“I didn’t mean to pry and get you all down in the dumps. I’m sorry,” he apologized. “One day we’ll figure it out, for both of us. You and Brenner, Gordy, and I. One day.”

“Oh, I know darling, one day. Thank you,” she said feigning a smile. “Now, get yer smelly grime-covered behind showered up, it’s almost time to eat.” 

He smiled and licked his lips at the food. “Are my clothes still up there?”

“Why wouldn’t they be? You live here when you’re not running off to the four winds. This is your home, your room, nothing is going to change that. Here is always available.” He kissed her cheek as she smiled at him.

“Bryce shipped my duffel bag over from Scotland. I didn’t want to lug it about magically as I traveled. It should be here in a day or two. I’ll have to go into town to get it, but that shouldn’t be a problem.”

She agreed. “How is he? Are they doing alright with managing with the triplets? Keepers having babies who will probably remain magically gifted is such a blessing. I always envied that little loophole.”

“Me too, lucky them,” he enthusiastically agreed while sipping on his coffee. “It might be a blessing, but he and Lana are crazy from lack of sleep. The babies are adorable and healthy so that is all that matters. I have a thousand pictures to show you once my bag gets here,” he said smiling.

“I bet, and I can’t wait to see them. Did you have time for some sight-seeing?”

“Yeah, I got to see a lot of great stuff. It’s a shame that the entire portion of my ancestry is practically null and void,” he told her. “I’m sure my parents would have loved showing me around Scotland, Ireland, and most of England even if we no longer exist in any record books.”

“They would have loved that, dear. Even with that part of your life missing, you’ll always have your family here and your extended one over there, even if we’re not blood, we’re close enough.”

“Without a doubt,” he said smiling.

“Did you run into Sheridan by chance?” she asked curious about the whereabouts of the leader of the UK’s band of Keepers. “I’m sure she made an appearance, or two.” 

“Briefly, she had business in Leeds but she’s still very much Sheridan.”

“I bet she is,” she said, “that old bag of rattlesnakes will never change. She’s a red-headed harpy for life.”

“I’m guessing she won’t be getting a Christmas card from you this year, or ever?”

“Not even the envelope.” 

“Brutal,” he chuckled.

“You know her, she’s a miserable dried up trail of cat sick on a clean carpet.” Niles laughed and agreed.

It was true, Sheridan was all that and more, a dictator minus the dick. She was lucky to only ever work alongside the hateful woman a handful of times which was more than enough for her. She had never trusted Sheridan had always viewed her with suspicion and still did whenever she heard the woman’s name. Something about her had always been off, something didn’t mesh. One day, she vowed she’d figure it out.

“Niles Jamison Alloway, you know better,” she said catching his hand to her right. She swatted at his fingers as he tried sneaking a sausage link from a nearby plate. “Your hands look like they were up a duck’s ass all evening. Go get cleaned up before I hex you into a frog,” she ordered.

She shooed him away with the spatula as he giggled and grabbed his coffee mug before heading upstairs. Shaking her head, she slid the eggs onto a waiting platter. Shutting off the stovetop, she unraveled a roll of biscuits and slipped them into the heated oven thankful for the short cut in her cooking routine. Washing her hands, she heard an odd sound in the distance. Another quest had arrived.  

Listening closely while she dried her hands, a crackling electric sound pinged through the kitchen; each time followed by loud aggravated chatter. It took her several seconds to pinpoint its location to the area of her front lawn. As she stood there listening, she took pride in the fact that her numerous spells, barriers, and special protections around her property were probably zapping the annoying dwarf like a hungry mosquito stuck in a bug light.

Slowly making her way to the front door, she smiled at the thought of Valda being subjected to the ever-changing minefield of protections around her property. Dusty came out of the upstairs bathroom and glared down at her, the scarlet wig dangling from a free hand while the other clutched a towel around her waist. Her bald head glinted with wetness from the nearby bathroom light as her muscular physique rippled with perfection.

“You going to invite her in or just let her ping pong around the yard like a cocaine-addled Chihuahua?” 

“Eventually, yes. You think I stand at the door because I think it’s pretty?” she replied. “Pardon me for wanting to add some spark to the festivities.” She let out a quick chuckle trying to stifle her amusement.

“Real classy, Truddie Mae, such an inviting host,” Dusty said before returning to the bathroom.

She waited until Dusty shut the bathroom door to compose herself. Taking a deep breath and sighing slowly out, she opened the framed entrance door and peered across the front lawn. Valda instantly met her eyes and cussed like a sailor, the protective measures around the property zapping her again for crossing the line with multicolored jagged bolts of light.

“You finished having a laugh or are you going to invite me in?”

She rolled her eyes. “Valda Belokovich, you are now invited into my home. Please, come in,” she said before waving her hand dismissively and walking back into the kitchen.

Turning, she left Valda staring at the open front door. Her job was finished; the dwarf could do the rest. No one could enter her property without her first allowing them a pass, but she would be damned if she ended up playing gracious host. In the world of magic, one cannot be too overly cautious and prepared when it comes to saving your backside and she, for one, was not about to let her defenses slip because it was the southern thing to do. Never had, never would. 
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Chapter 7
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Valda huffed as Truddie Mae walked away from the front door leaving her standing in the middle of the street near the fence line. She steadied herself ensuring her wardrobe remained undamaged. Adjusting her clothes, she flipped her shoulder-length curls back and fished out her compact from her pocket to check her face in the small lighted mirror. Frustrated, she fussed with her hair and prepared herself.

The old woman’s property sprawled out for what seemed like three acres butting up to the woods in the back with chain link fencing presumably surrounding the entire area. It looked similar to something ripped from the magazine pages of a weathered Better Homes and Gardens: The Southern Edition. The three-story house had some vintage charm with its large front porch and lazy rockers to the sides but had been updated to beige and white paint with a few modernized upgrades to boot. She ran a tongue over her teeth and rolled her eyes, standard at best.

The front yard was well maintained, the evidence of a nature mage on the premises clear. Flower beds running up the sidewalk on both sides to the front steps featured ferns, azaleas, and patches of perfectly aligned African violets. She wasn’t holding her breath in anticipation of the home’s interior; the old woman wasn’t known for her decorating skills.

Waving her hand gently through the air as if separating fog, she quietly cast a reveal spell wanting to see the level of gifted interference that had stopped her from entering the property. The world around her hand appeared to swirl and shimmer chasing after her movements before everything became clear, opening up to her nosey nature. Getting past the simple illusion around the property to shield its presence from wandering eyes had been the easy part, but the extent of magical protections Truddie Mae had in play boggled her mind.

The entire property, including the house, was covered head to toe in magical wards of varying sizes and skill levels. A row of salt, of brick dust, of volcanic ash, of cremains, followed each other along the outskirts of the property in applied rows. Droplets of dried blood had been tossed upon the rows as if someone had walked the property bleeding for her craft, which made perfect sense knowing the old woman was a blood mage.

The fence closest to her was decked out in small pieces of runic engraved wood while small satchels of cloth dangled from sections of fencing in random intervals.  A few voodoo dolls looked out into the darkness as sentries from their positions hanging from the top of the fence and branches of two scrub oaks in the front yard. Small jars of colored liquid hung from the trees while painted symbols had been applied on the home’s siding ensuring full and complete coverage from nearly everything imaginable.

She was impressed. Overall, it was more prepared than a fallout shelter stuck in the middle of a war. Unclicking the fence gate latch, she slipped onto the property. Taking a deep breath, she headed towards the front door. Up the steps and past the open front door, she entered the living room. As still as a mouse, she stood taking it all in, listening, studying. Her eyes locked on two other sets of eyes staring back atop the coffee table. There, as fur-coated statues, two house cats sat next to each other eyeing her with keen interest seeming to pierce her soul with their penetrating gaze.  

“Shut the damn door, you’re letting the heat in,” Truddie Mae bellowed from the kitchen. 

“Right, umm sorry,” she said stumbling over the words before closing the door behind her refusing to break eye contact with the cats. “Should I be worried about the pets?” she asked openly as Truddie Mae came into view.

“Leave her be and carry on elsewhere,” the old woman said shooing the cats from the coffee table as they scurried up the stairs. “Sorry, they tend to go overboard on the whole protector thing.”

“Vonovians, right?” 

“That they are,” Truddie Mae replied, “both those bastards I collected about nine years back as kittens.”

“How’d you manage it?” she asked, her curiosity piqued. “They’re super rare, even for us.”

“They were a gift from another Vonovian I saved near Tishomingo, Mississippi,” the old woman explained. “It had become detached from its host body and couldn’t easily slip back through the veil due to some wonky magic in the area. After I helped it, those two brats were on the porch the next morning. I’ve had them ever since.” Turning, the old woman wandered back into the kitchen. “We got coffee and chairs a few steps further in unless you’d be more comfortable standing there in the corner close to pissing yourself all night.”

“Uh, right. Thank you.”

Standing there in awe as Truddie Mae joined the others in the kitchen, she could not believe she’d seen not one, but two Vonovian cats. In a house that she assumed harbored a thousand southern deaths, two cats hosting a species from the astral planes coursing with magical perfection lived in unison alongside a Keeper. She had seen only one in her lifetime. She needed to know more, craved the knowledge, the possibility of securing them for profit.

Ancient nomadic recorders of our world and the overall plight of humans, Vonovians traveled here through the veil easily and connected with a feline host shortly after their arrival. Dutifully cataloging everything they experienced, they quietly carried on within the animal and were considered overly harmless to those around them. Sharing a symbiotic bond with the felines until their chosen host died, they would then return to the veil and scour over stacks of newly acquired knowledge. No one knew why they were so curious about our world or why they chose cats to attach themselves to, but they had continued to write down the world’s history even before the Keepers had been aware of their presence.

A chair squeaked across the floor as she headed for the kitchen, the dim living room fading into harsh yellow light. She knew enough about the Vonovian cats to know that certain people paid handsomely to get their hands on one and the energy available to be harnessed within. The thought of an increased payday made her giddy with excitement as she entered the kitchen and stood behind a chair. 

“I still can’t believe you have two Vonovians in your home. I wonder if the one that gifted you those two would have any more to spare,” she stated casually. “Do you remember the name, perhaps?”

She wanted names, possible sellers. She already had buyers in mind. The trail of quick cash was too good to pass up. The two felines could net her millions in the underground magic market atop what she already made with trinkets and crystals. Cash, after all, was one of her favorite words.  

“They were a gift. A favor repaid, nothing more, nothing less,” Truddie Mae replied dismissively. “I didn’t get a name and it wasn’t required.”

“You’re a lucky girl,” she said smirking. “I’ve only ever seen a kitten and that was years ago. Some people would kill to get their hands on one, let alone two,” she spoke out. “Being super rare, they’re worth millions.”

“Well, I guess we shouldn’t let other people know then, huh?” Truddie Mae questioned daring her to continue. “Besides, it’s not like I asked for them. Like I told you, they were a gift.” 

“I just thought—”

“Try to not poke the hornet’s nest, have a seat,” Dusty said cutting her off by pushing a squeaky chair from the table towards her with an extended foot. “There are things that should remain none of your business.” 

She apprehensively sat without another word on the subject. Sitting there glancing around the kitchen, she could feel the look of disdain and disappointment on her face. It was all so drab, a nearly exact replica from the 1970s, a high-end vintage yawn. She sat quietly giving everyone a look over from left to right, anything to take her eyes off the horrible decorating, anything to calm her agitation at getting shot down so quickly.

Dusty sat near the fridge in tight blue jeans, an orange-colored hoodie, and that horrendous wig placed on her bald head. Black low top sneakers rounded out the ensemble of poor choices. Niles sat there munching on something wearing a simple white t-shirt and khaki cargo pants. No shoes, but he had at least managed some socks. She pitied them, that little bit of fabric desperately trying to cover those giant canoes he called feet. Finally, there was Truddie Mae still in the same outfit from earlier. She had little time in her business ventures to encourage fashion-forward thinking to those appearing uncouth and colorblind. Expecting nothing less from any of them, she was not disappointed even in the slightest as she sucked up this dismal excursion into the lower middle class.

“We thought the Skitters got you, Valda. It took you some time getting here,” Dusty teased.

“Is that what attacked the women in the sorority house?” she asked barely making eye contact as Dusty nodded. “I thought the grisly scene had a touch of their handiwork on it.”

“There were three in total, but we managed to handle them all. The wolf pack up north helped.”

“Oh, the astral wolves? How very ‘80s," she said rolling her eyes. "To make sure I’m all caught up to speed, we had three Skitters escape a breach and a Harvester somehow got pushed through. Right?”  

“That's the extent of it, so far,” Dusty replied. “I think the little guys were probably running from the big bad as it came through. They didn’t get far but run they did.” 

“You want anything?” Truddie Mae asked coming to the table after cleaning some dishes at the sink.

“Coffee would be fine. Thank you,” she responded.

She watched as the old woman nodded and wiped her hands on a tattered looking dishtowel. Filling an aged yellow mug with coffee, she could already tell by the smell alone it was going to be strong and bitter. She feigned a smile as it was brought to her.  

“Cream and sugar are on the table if you want,” Truddie Mae said pointing to a baby blue matching bowl and creamer set next to a few spoons in the center of the table. “If you need anything else, let me know.”

“Thank you,” she said as Truddie Mae sat down opposite her. “I’m sure this will be fine.” She smiled before instinctively running a finger along the mug rim to check the level of cleanliness. 

“Did you seriously just check your mug for dirt?” Truddie Mae snapped. She stood up from her chair and glared. “You think I would give you a dirty cup to drink from?”

She looked up defensively. “No, it’s merely a habit. Truly, no worries. I apologize.” 

"You bet your ass it’s no worries,” the old woman scolded her. “I invite you to my house for business, not to kill you. I can do that easy enough without having to clean it up afterward.” Huffing, she sat back down.

“What exactly is your problem with me?” she questioned deciding to press the issue.

“Problem?” Truddie Mae questioned back.

“Yes, problem,” she said standing her ground. “You obviously have issues with me for some reason. While I may be used to women viewing me as a threat, your behavior is unfounded. I know you can’t possibly be jealous of me and I know you couldn’t possibly still hold ill will from twenty some odd years ago, that would be beyond juvenile.” She rolled her eyes before sipping her coffee, too strong, just as she thought. “So, what is it?” 

“You know damn well what my beef is with you,” the old woman barked, her eyes flaring with anger. “You’re nothing but a useless pint-sized speedbump. You were no good to us back then and you haven’t gotten any better now either.” She crossed her arms and turned her head to the side avoiding eye contact.

Dusty looked at them both and sighed. “Are you two seriously doing this right now?” Aggravated, the tribrid pushed herself from the table and stood looming over them both. “Fine, let's have it out then. Now, not later," she ordered glaring down at them as they refused to speak.

She flicked her head towards Dusty and shrugged. “Your guess is as good as mine.”

“Hmph,” Truddie Mae grumbled with her arms crossed.

The anger and aggravation furrowed into Dusty’s face; the seriousness all too real. Niles quietly scooted back in his chair staying silent. They had inadvertently poked a bigger hornet nest than they realized, and if Dusty’s blazing eyes were any indication, it was about to get real for everyone.

“The juvenile antics going on between you two, it ends tonight,” Dusty told them both. “Right here, right now. All issues out, resolved, and settled, no more in-fighting. If you two can’t find some neutral ground, I swear by my twitching asshole I’ll hex you both so far back in time that you’ll be taking a shit next to the dinosaurs!” Spittle flew from the tribrid’s mouth and glinted in the overhead lighting as it landed on the table.

“Regardless of such colorful threats,” she said looking up at Dusty, “I honestly don’t know the issue or issues, hence why I brought it up. You’ll have to ask her, the ungracious host.”

They turned their heads to Truddie Mae in unison. She ignored them as her hand flitted about the tabletop. The old woman seemed to twitch with rage, she could sense it steaming away like a tea kettle. The old woman wanted a brawl, a good old-fashioned knuckle dusting. She was a lover, not a fighter, and certainly not a backwoods dirt road living swamp walker with a penchant for a fists first mentality.

She knew the old woman’s emotions churned inside, the hate, the unresolved anger. Boiling up, they were nearing the overflow point. Coupled with the embarrassment of being scolded in her own home, she was sure it had just tipped the pot over. Dusty had no right to step in, but then again, she had no right to be so self-righteous in the old woman’s home. Unfortunately, it was what she did best, and often. It was in her nature. She knew Truddie Mae was about to go nuclear, and she was directly in the crosshairs of the old woman’s fiery rage.


***
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SHE SHOT UP FROM HER chair so fast, its ancient metal legs squeaked against the floor. Slamming her hand down on the table rattling the dishes, she glared at Dusty and Valda nearly to the point of seething like a wild animal. Ready to clear the air, ready to fire both barrels into the dwarf, she was well past the point of no return.

“This bitch,” she shouted pointing first to Valda then to Dusty. “This low down hussy left us all to die in Svishtov, she left us! When the shit hit the fan, you left us to die, all of us. My friends, our colleagues. You turned tail and ran like a scared rabbit,” she spewed pointing at the dwarf accusingly. “You did us dirty, damn dirty.”

“I should have known,” Valda said rolling her eyes and sighing. “Svishtov, really? All this drama, all this cackling is over Svishtov?” she questioned her before rising from her chair. “You must be senile; I was there until the end. However, I don’t recall seeing you anywhere on the battlefield. Too busy hobbling away on your old wooden legs?”

“I swear to Moses, Valda. I will spell you to ash if you keep accusing me of turning tail and running away because I was scared or worried about getting dirty like some people.”

“What then?” Valda asked meeting her stare for stare. “Where were you, why weren’t you in the fray?”

“I was tasked with keeping Niles safe,” she said pointing to the nature mage, “by his parents. The only running I did that night was to keep him alive. I’m sure you remember his parents; you can’t be a total brainless twit. They were the ones that, among others, sacrificed themselves that night to save our world, not that you noticed or participated.”

“You know nothing, I was there!” Valda screeched defending herself with tears in her eyes. She slapped at the table. “I remember that night, all of it. You... you’re nothing but a cantankerous old hag! I was there, I lost too!”

She watched as Valda's eyes sparked into bright blue eclipsing the yellow of the kitchen light in a flash as if someone snapped a photo of their scuffle. Blurring her vision with its intensity, it quickly faded into something far more dangerous. She could see the dwarf's tiny hand glowing blue, the swirls of white energy encircling it. A small and energized orb formed in her palm before she clenched her fist.

“You will not question me, not ever!” Valda shouted slamming her fist onto the table.

A shockwave of released energy rocketed across the kitchen pushing everyone and everything back. The dishes on the table rattled as they slid, a cup tipped to the floor and shattered. The kitchen shook and vibrated as if a giant freight train was screaming through the back yard threatening to dismantle her entire home.

A ripple of icy energy rapidly spread across the table’s surface gunning towards her. A filled coffee cup instantly froze solid, a high-pitched ping signaled its end before it split in two. Plates near Dusty and Niles cracked in half from the bitter assault sending bits of ceramic firing off into the air. The frosty surge of power approached; everything started to move in slow motion. She stood silent and still knowing there was no time to counter the spell, no running away, her eyes were wide with fear. She felt locked in place, the frigidity spell Valda had cast doing its best to thwart her feeble attempt at getting out of range.

The slow-motion crawl of her approaching demise played out right before her eyes. On her right, Dusty appeared to mumble something before touching the top of the table. Dark energy swirled from her index finger erupting into the kitchen and encircling all three of them with billowing power under her command. Magical rivulets countered the ice spell forcing it to retreat, to run backward from its approach. Fleeing, the spell raced back to Valda’s clenched fist and dissipated. The world’s pace returned.

“Enough!” Dusty shouted raising her hands. White sparks of energy radiated from her right; silky black swirls cascaded from the left. “Sellis sedere!” Dark and light exploded across the kitchen.

She felt powerful magic flash through her body, an unseen hand forcibly pushing her down into her chair with a thud as Valda’s body followed. Their chairs screeched with controlled intent as they were dragged to the edge of the table forcing their arms down and trapping them both. Power pressed at her neck; her head twisted upwards towards Dusty. Unable to move, unable to look away, they were now both face to face with the tribrid’s angry eyes.

“Now that I’ve got your undivided attention, I want you to listen, I want you both to listen to me,” the tribrid seethed as magic flowed from her hands. “Do not speak, do not open your tiny little mouths, don’t even breathe until I give you permission.” She looked at them both with disgust. “I have never, in all my years on this planet, seen such imbecile bullshit!”

“I... I didn’t start—” Valda croaked out visibly shaken.

“I said, no speaking!” Dusty roared swinging her hand out and up as their chairs rumbled before being forcibly lifted from the floor several inches and slammed back down.

“Dusty,” Niles meekly called out from behind the tribrid, “I think—”

“Out, Niles, now!” 

She watched as Niles took a step back at Dusty’s reaction and glanced back at her trying to figure out which direction to take.  Biting at his lip, he hurried from the room. She could see a glimpse of his frame in the living room positioned near the fireplace, his hand at the ready by his side. She was hoping he would know better; she was praying Dusty knew as well. 

“I’m going to release my spell. When I do, you will both act like civilized humans,” Dusty said leaning down and staring at them both for several seconds. “Do we agree?” A flourish of hand movements and the power of light and dark faded from sight, her body once more became her own to control. They nodded. “Good.”

Niles nervously walked up to the entryway and stood there partially leaning against it. He eyed her questioningly. She forced a smile to ease his mind and nodded. She could see his body become less tense, still on edge, but much less ready to do something reckless and get them all killed. Dusty turned to him and quickly apologized before encouraging his return to the kitchen where he shuffled to the counter and remained quiet.

“As for you two,” the tribrid stated turning back to them both, “you’re Keepers and are supposed to be the cream of the crop, but all I see before me now is the cream of the crap." Taking a breath, she sighed. "Shame on you both for disregarding each other, for the utter lack of respect as women, as working professionals.”

She could feel herself weaken before Dusty’s focused and demanding stare, the guilt over her actions claiming her. She had been foolish, had acted recklessly, they both had. They were magically gifted women, trained in the highest order, chosen by the fates, and acting like children. It was unbecoming. Dusty was right to call them both out.

Dusty moved closer to her, eye to eye, their foreheads almost touching. "If you don’t start behaving like an adult, I will find a way to pull your spirit, and only yours, from that tiny body and force it into the shell of someone’s pet turtle. Do you understand and agree?” 

“I do,” she quietly replied before Dusty pressed her face against Valda’s cheek. 

“And as for you, our little Russian snow queen, if you ever pull a shit stunt like that against any of my people again or, let me expand on that, any other Keeper without a perfectly good reason I will and can promise you a nasty end. One more screw up and I can guarantee that your body parts will find a new home around the world, at the same time, if you catch my drift. Do you?”

Valda quickly nodded. “I do.” 

“Great, glad to hear,” the tribrid said rising and looking pleased before wiping her hands off. “Valda, you can apologize first, then you can explain what the hell just happened and the why so we can sort it out like rational adults."

“First, I am sorry Truddie Mae for disrespecting you and your home. My actions were unbefitting of one in my position and I truly apologize,” the dwarf said starting to cry. “I let anger get the best of me, the hurt feelings from long ago never resolved. The memories, the loss pains the heart even today. My sister Vanya, my lover Keslo, both died that night, many people I worked with as well.” She wiped her eyes. “You say I wasn’t there, but I was. I saw everything go down, but I failed to stop it. I wasn’t powerful enough.” Hanging her head, she sobbed. 

Niles walked up to the table handing the grieving woman a handful of tissues. Watching Valda appear so broken, she could feel her steely reserve beginning to wane and she imagined that in some part, her hatred for the woman may have been largely based on assumptions. She hadn’t been alone when it came to the losses that evening as she had originally believed. She had to know more.

"I’m assuming we’re still on the subject of the Romani battle in Svishtov, right?” Dusty asked.

“Yes,” Valda nodded wiping at her eyes, “when we came together for the cause.”

Dusty shook her head. “I remember the start, but I slipped past the veil to search for any help I could find. A rupture would have affected everything over there as well, I figured it was worth a shot.”

She spoke out of turn, “You being the only one able to veil walk, you ended up missing a huge amount of stuff that went down.” She glanced at Valda. “I’m sorry for interrupting, please continue.”

“I enchanted Nikolaos, the Romani commander in his tent near the skirmish after Keslo’s channeled lightning magic helped me slip inside," Valda told them before blowing her nose. "He was charging powerful magic to use against us, I kept him locked down, but he was too powerful.” Grabbing a tissue, she wiped her eyes, the memories washing over her. “He came for me, in desperation I had no choice, I killed him with a crystal. It was my only chance; it was for us. There was so much blood, so much...” Valda looked into her trembling hands and began to cry again. “No choice...”

"We understand,” Dusty comforted her. “In the heat of battle, hard choices are required. The parameters of living or dying continually shift. You did what you had to do, for yourself and the lives of your fellow Keepers."

“In his dying panic, Nikolaos cast me back with a force spell knocking me out. When I came to and ran from the tent, Reid and Lorna were pooling their energies for their devastation spell.”

She shook her head at Valda, she understood, she remembered. It had been a unified spell created by Niles’s parents, one that shook the night with the most powerful magical eruption she had ever witnessed and would never forget. An ending to end all things, a finale wiping the slate clean for everyone, everything. The minutes leading up to that point, the seconds of fear and panic when life shifted for them all resonated through her heart only to remain years later to flood her mind with the memories, fresh and vivid. 

At the time, she had been tasked with keeping young Niles safe along the meadow’s edge within the nearby forest. The large open field that tilted downward to the river at its northern end, offered the safety of woods on its west side. There, she stood vigilant, a toddler by her side that would eventually become a son. 

She had watched the skirmish unfold, having cloaked them both from prying eyes, and minds, with various blood barriers. Niles had been happily enjoying himself only growing fussy towards the end, she recalled. The end when running and screaming were their only options, their only hope of survival.

“I couldn’t determine why they had readied their spell, but I could feel the enormous surge of magical energy being pulled towards them both,” Valda spoke pulling her back into the moment.

“I do,” she offered, “our lead shifted, we lost the edge. A few Romani slipped away from the field and were busy summoning their ancestors through the veil using stolen remains from the town’s crypt as they had originally planned. If released, those spirits would have empowered them, would have destroyed us, the town, the countryside, and beyond. We got played. They put us in the exact spot they needed us to be in to fuel their plans by using our magical energy. The fighting was just a diversion. We were screwed.”

Dusty chimed in, “That explains the turnaround as Keepers can generally handle a few spell slingers.”

“There was a great deal more than a few,” Valda corrected. 

She nodded in agreement. “Anyway, after all that chaotic magic started piling up making it easier for the summoned spirits to break through the veil, we started dropping like flies. Soon after, I got the call.”

“The call?” Dusty inquired as she slowly nodded.

A knot twisted in her stomach. Looking towards Niles with tears in her eyes, she knew she would have to tell him everything. It was something she had wanted him to know but had never gotten around to telling him. Now, in the middle of her kitchen, past three in the morning, and surrounded by fellow Keepers, it would all come to light. 

“Lorna telepathically linked with me from across the meadow. She told me to run, run, and never look back.” She kept Niles in her sights, the emotions bubbling up. “I grabbed you, I ran so fast I thought my legs would catch fire. I remember every word she spoke, every, single, word.” Tears rolled freely down her cheeks. “She... she told me, forgive us this burden. Tell him, our son, our creation, our love is eternal.”

She wiped at her face with the back of her hand, their eyes locked on her. The truth unsettling and raw, freeing. Crying uncontrollably, years of pent up emotions now surged like an unleashed river from a broken dam. Dusty rubbed her arm, the comfort barely registering past the sadness of recalling the pain, the details. Raising her head, she caught Niles wipe a rogue tear from his cheek and turn his head, the stoic nature mage trying his best to remain that way.  

“There wasn’t enough time for teleportation, so I ran carrying Niles like a sack of potatoes,” she continued. “I never looked back, I never stopped, even as he screamed and reached out to them both, even as my tears flooded my vision. Torn and shredded from tree branches, cut, and bruised from rocks, I knew what was coming. I didn’t have time to worry about it, I didn’t have time to care.”

“Is that... is that where I got...” his words mumbled out as he rubbed his right upper arm. “Is that where my arm scar came from?” He sat next to Dusty and faced her determined to hear the rest of her story.

“Yes,” she quietly told him. “It couldn’t be helped, getting away, getting you clear was the only option.”

“What about my parents?”

“They had become trapped,” she explained. “Being the only ones still standing, they knew what was coming, they had no choice. To save you, to save the world they sacrificed themselves to stop the Romani’s evil plans. The release of their channeled combined spell was so powerful that the detonation ruptured the veil leveling the meadow and most of the forest in one blast,” she said. “If anyone was left alive before then, they died during the explosion.”

She remembered the running, the panic, the fear as her blood raced and her heart threatened to shoot from her chest. The feeling of static electricity surging all around her encouraging her feet to continue, the tremendous flow of magical energy streaking past her moving body pooling within the darkness pushing her forward. The roaring and thunderous boom that shook the landscape before everything went bright, gray, and then still was only the beginning, an ending, a start.

The detonation had lit up the sky with white-hot illumination. Her body had been forcibly thrust forward, the air leaving her lungs, the sound deafening. With her world in silence, throbbing pain was her only constant. Her body landed in a divot about twenty feet away, her ankle twisting, her hands losing their grip on Niles. Tumbling through dead leaves, roots, and rocks the searing heat and howling shockwave rushed by as Niles landed nearby, his tiny body hitting the ground hard before he instantly sat upright, his wailing face a sign he had survived. They had lived, though it didn't feel that way to her, at first.

The silence faded; the screams of an agonized child filtered in. She lay under darkness; the stars losing their will to shine. No sound rang out, life had simply been erased. Devoid of sound beyond Niles’s terrified cries, devoid of anything around her except cold blackness, she imagined its similarity to death. If not for him, she was doubtful she would have summoned the strength to even rise from the ground, eventually, she did.

“After calming you down and patching up our wounds as best as possible,” she explained, “I had to go back, I needed to see.” She dabbed her eyes with a tissue as Dusty rubbed her hand. 

“What did you see?” Niles asked.

“Hold your bladder, Captain Pinecone, can’t you see it’s hard on her?” Dusty chided him.

“Sorry, Mama Mae,” Niles instantly apologized and calmed down. “Whenever you’re ready.”

She nodded. “There were no survivors, I knew everyone was dead. I felt many of them pass in battle, we all did. The rest, in the explosion. After it, everything went gray and static-like. I couldn’t sense anything, my magic wasn’t picking up on anyone else, anything else. It was like I’d been shut off; the released spell sizzled all my abilities.”

“Something that big would have that effect,” Dusty added. “Magic that powerful short circuits our gifts.”

“All I saw when I got there was a giant black crater of scorched earth and the red pulsing glow of the veil. It had a huge gaping hole in it exposing the astral planes like a theater movie screen.” She cleared her throat. “I knew I couldn’t possibly seal it up myself and with Niles in tow, I had to ensure his safety overall. I had to leave, I had to get away from there. It was the first time I’d ever forsaken my duty as a Keeper and left business unfinished, but there wasn’t any choice.”

“Where did you go?” Valda quietly asked. “There weren’t too many options.”

She turned her head to her. “I headed back to town on foot, any vehicles we used to get there originally were no longer functional. I remember the veil humming away in my mind, pleading for help as I walked away. Eventually, it gave up or I managed to tune it out.”

“What happened after?” Niles questioned.

“I just told you,” she replied.

“No, I mean after you got us back to town.”

“Oh, well, once I got us squared away, we drove straight out of town that night towards the coast. We boarded a cargo ship back to New York before eventually traveling to Florida where we camped out for a few days in the woods out back while this home was magically built. It was the best option and location considering the small town, the privacy, the access to the ley line energy in the backyard, and the closeness to the Green Swamp Wilderness Preserve. I wanted quiet, I wanted a place you could grow and learn, a place we could live off the land if required, and we’ve been here ever since.”

“Sounds like you planned it down to the wire,” Dusty mentioned. “I’d expect nothing less.”

“I didn’t have a lot of options, but since I had lived in and around these parts for years, I figured it was the best bet to get us both on some neutral ground and protected and this area felt right. Anything else was a bonus.”   

Everything about her home and its area had been decided by her, its peaceful existence had stayed true ever since. Everything she needed was close by, everything that would ever be required always within a short walk out her back door and into the woods or a quick drive into town. There, past the railroad tracks off a clay dirt service road running near the preserve, a boy, an old woman, and two cats shared a home, shared a life. Later, many more would venture into their lives, many more would leave their marks.

“You never went back?” Valda asked her.

“Never,” she replied. “I’ve never discouraged Niles from going though if he ever wanted to.”

“I haven’t yet,” he told her. “I don’t know if I even want to consider all that happened there.” He rose from his chair sidestepping broken dishware along the floor before returning with a few more coffee cups and the filled carafe. “Whatever happened to you Dusty?” he asked before sitting back down. “You missed it all.”

Dusty swiveled in her seat. “I jumped through and searched for help as I mentioned. The only ones I could find to help were two patrolling light bringers. For angelic beings they sure are prudish, least they are around me.”

"Maybe it was the wig," she teased causing everyone to snicker while Dusty rolled her eyes.

"Anyway," the tribrid continued, "we headed back to my entry point which was easier to find given the massive rupture the veil had sustained. I slipped back over, and they took care of it on their end. They loathe to admit it, but they have a responsibility and duty to keep it intact too. It’s not just our baby to fuss over."

“How long were you over there?” she asked. “I never saw you when I went back.”

“Time is irrelevant over there, so no telling. I can only assume maybe two and a half hours.”

She shook her head going over the math. “If you jumped in before the battle which lasted about an hour, give or take, and then back out which you assume was over two hours then the veil was open and willing like a cheap whore for at least an hour, long enough for a lot of crap to wander out into our reality. There’s no telling what came out.”

“I can almost guarantee a great many things came out, they always do,” Valda agreed. "The who, what, and how many will be a number we'll never be able to fully determine. We’re still not fully functional with a way to easily identify and locate escaped astral beings. Some can be quite sneaky and crafty when they want to be."

“Some even when they don’t want to be,” Dusty added. “I did search around there when I got back but my magical skills were blocked like Truddie Mae mentioned. I couldn’t get a read on anything, anyone. I knew enough to get out of there, so I hoofed it towards what I assumed was our starting town, only it ended up being the town south of Svishtov. Once I finally got back, no others were around. I assumed everyone had perished, I left.”

“We must have passed each other coming and going and didn’t even realize it,” she said to the tribrid. “With the spell having disrupted our magic, you could have walked by and I wouldn’t have noticed.” 

“Most likely,” Dusty agreed. 

“Did the rupture ever get fully fixed on both sides?” Niles asked.

“Yeah, took a while though,” Dusty replied. “I passed by there about six years ago on business. There’s still a hell of a lot of static resonating through the area, a high pitched humming in the air. A rupture of that size inflicts massive damage to the veil’s stability and coupled with the loss of magical life, it would make sense that it will probably stay weakened in that area for a long while.” 

“Do we have anyone in place to keep it safe from reopening due to strain?” she questioned. 

“Not really, sort of,” Dusty said raising her hand and giving it a little shake. “I mean there are two old guys near there from Pleven that recast barriers on it every few months, and a young seer named Reina from Bucharest that had been casting a weak runic shield over it, but no one active in the field for that area. We still haven’t recouped our losses from that night, our Keeper numbers are still underwhelming.”

“Tell me about it,” Valda chimed in. “There’s only three of us watching over Russia and most of central Europe. From the handful available, we’re the only ones willing to help. There’s a few dark ones that refuse.”

Niles shook his head. “Shame, but at least the veil is protected, for now. Maybe when we get this Harvester taken care of, we can visit. I’d like to see the area, at least once.” 

“If, not when,” Dusty corrected shifting the mood.

“Way to buzzkill a room,” she teased as everyone chuckled. “We’ll get back to that eventually, you just need to chill out for a little bit. Stop being so over the top.”

Dusty scoffed at her. “Over the top? Me?” She threw her hands up and waved them about the room. “Am I the only one that noticed the kitchen looks like ground zero or that you and the Mighty Midget over here damn near vaporized each other into oblivion ruining a mildly decent cup of coffee?”

“Only mildly decent?” she questioned ignoring the rest out of spite as Dusty eyed her in disbelief. “So,” she quickly averted the tribrid’s gaze, “tell us Valda, how did you survive the explosion that night?”

Valda’s eyes widened being put on the spot. “Well, after fleeing the tent I saw no one except Lorna and Reid. She opened her eyes, spoke to me mentally, and told me to run. I was in a panic, I didn’t know where to go, I didn’t know what to do. I called out for Vanya and Keslo but neither answered.” Her words quieted down, and she lowered her head. “After a few moments, I saw their bodies a few paces away and knew they were both dead... my heart broke into pieces and...” her voice trailed off as she fought back the tears.

They stayed silent while Valda took a sip of coffee and tried to compose herself. She watched her wipe the tears from her face, her mascara smudges giving her a raccoon-like appearance. The pain was evident, still running deep, she thought to herself. No one had escaped that night without loss.

"I... I was devastated and had little energy left to teleport away. My travel power isn’t instantaneous, I need a buildup and I knew I wouldn’t have time. I gave up then, I decided to join my sister and lover on the other side. I had given up hope.”

“I think many of us would have followed the same sentiment in that situation,” she offered.

Valda smiled before turning to Niles and placing her small hand atop his. “Your father used some of his remaining magic to teleport me away, his power surged through me and dropped me near the river north of the meadow. His actions offered me a chance to live but the ground was too rocky and steep, and I couldn’t easily climb up into the forest. I heard the explosion but never saw it. The force was so great it slammed me into the rocks knocking me out, among other things. All I had left when I awoke were new ugly scars and bittersweet memories.”

“We all ended up with scars from that evening, inside and out,” she added. “Some deeper than others.”

“True, but I bet no one ended up with this little present,” Valda said getting up from her chair and pulling her blouse free from her skirt. Lifting it to barely under her right breast, she turned slightly so the overhead light could shine against her bare skin. “Revelare,” she spoke as magic twisted from her hand across her torso.

She gasped, her hand clutching her chest. “Oh my God, Valda. We... I never knew. I’m... I don’t know what to say except... good grief, I’m so sorry,” she said stumbling over her words.

There, curving along the dwarf’s small frame like a lazy river, ran a jagged and winding ugly red scar. It wormed its way up from its starting point at the curve of her hip ending below her breast. The woman had taken a hit for the team, had suffered a great deal that evening, and had been left with a grim reminder forever etched into her flesh.

“That looks like it would have been very painful,” Niles added scrunching up his face at the thought.

“Forget that,” Dusty chimed it, “that looks like it would have been fatal.”

"It was, or rather it would have been,” Valda said lowering her shirt and sitting back down. “The pain pulled me back from unconsciousness, my blood was everywhere. If I hadn’t used some healing magic on the wound, I would have died right there.”

“I didn’t think you knew any healing spells,” she mentioned inquisitively.

“I only have a considerably basic level of knowledge,” Valda explained, “which is probably why it drained my energy reserves so severely that I passed out again in the process but at least it saved me. Now, I get to glamour it if there’s a chance a client may see it, but I’ll always have it, my little gift.”

Leaving her chair, she approached Valda, the tears already in her eyes. “I’m so sorry for everything that happened to you that night, I truly am. I never knew, and always judged based on assumptions. On behalf of my old lady mind weaving tales of made up and one-sided bullshit, will you please accept my apology?”

Valda’s eyes immediately welled up. “I accept, but no, I am the sorry one. I should have stayed there longer, should have searched for you and Niles, to be sure. I should have gone back to town and found you both as soon as possible. I thought everyone was dead, I thought I was the only one, alone and scared. I failed you."

Valda stood and faced her, side by side, they shed tears like raindrops off a rooftop. Niles and Dusty watched in silence, confused, and dumbfounded. She reached out to hug Valda. The dwarf accepted and hugged her tight as they both continued to cry their feelings and memories out upon each other’s shoulders.

She pulled back still holding her. “We don’t always have to get along, but if we’re going to work together, we need to form a truce from here on out. Deal?” 

“Deal,” Valda replied before moving in for another hug.

“Women, oftentimes crazier than a shit house rat. Emotions-no thank you, not even once,” Dusty called out from behind as Niles nervously laughed before standing up. “I’m glad I only play one on TV.” 

“Can I get in on this hugging, too?” Niles asked as he lowered himself to her side.

“Oh, Geez. Not you too, Hedgy,” Dusty moaned. “I’ve lost you... lost you to the feminine dark side.”

Niles turned and chuckled. “So says the tribrid with the wig,” he mocked as they all burst out laughing.  

Soon after, they quickly cleared the broken dishes adding new plates and mugs back to the table so everyone could eat or drink more if they wanted it deciding, as a group, to worry about the floor later. Valda apologized immensely over the loss of dining ware and vowed to replace the set. It wasn't every day that someone breaks a dish and decides to buy a new set, but she was more than willing to get some freshness back into her home on Valda’s dime.

They made idle chit-chat and giggled like best friends. They weren’t, not even close. They had simply formed a part-time truce, nothing more, nothing less. She still didn’t trust Valda, nor approve of her snobbery but business was business. Caring not for the ways of the hillbilly, she knew Valda would spit on all of them if given half a chance, coworkers or not.

Valda considered herself uptown and they were mere gutter trash in her eyes. She knew the dwarf was a business leader, and very well trained in the razzle-dazzle, no question. The art of the deal was the ice enchantress’s specialty, lying came naturally for her. Smile in the front, knife in the back. When it came to Valda’s way of thinking, friends in low places were always beneficial, especially when it came to cannon fodder. Time would tell when and if she ever showed her true colors. When the dwarf finally did, she’d find the charm of a southern woman can easily switch to the venomous bite of a water moccasin.
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Chapter 8
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It was time to mention the giant elephant in the room, no more airing of old grievances. They had been brought together by damage to the veil, but now a more sinister threat took precedence over issues from the past. She casually enjoyed her coffee while Dusty led the conversation only jumping in when needed. After the drama earlier, she was glad to have the tribrid steer the room. 

“After everything that went on, the main to remember is that we now have a Harvester running loose, that we know for sure...” Dusty mentioned, her voice growing quiet as she took a quick sip from her coffee mug. 

"What are we dealing with here?” she questioned. “Niles and I haven’t ever dealt with something like this before because we would have remembered it for sure.”

“She’s right,” Niles added. “I don’t recall ever seeing anything within the books we keep in the attic or anything listed from the information I’ve collected for the digital database we’re working on.”

Dusty stood. “There wouldn’t be as no Keeper has ever seen one and very few knew it even existed so there wouldn’t have been anything listed in any book passed down from previous Keepers for you to reference. The handful that may have been aware of it probably assumed it was a tall-tale since it has never made an appearance, until tonight.”

“Makes sense, unfortunately for us,” she added. 

“The thing that attacked you earlier was a cast off, an extension of it, a piece. A Harvester is a wandering entity from the astral planes, created by the fates with combined dark and light magic. It’s akin to a giant cloud of nether energy drifting along like an antivirus program that cleans broken bits of fragmented energy to ensure everything is in balance, running smoothly. It would never have randomly slipped into our world as its main goal is to stroll through the planes keeping it clean."

"That doesn't sound very dangerous though," Niles said.

"You would think that, but no,” Dusty corrected. “It was created by the fates; it acts as their failsafe in case they ever need to use it against light or dark to correct any large scale unbalance. It can only be destroyed, not powered down. It lives to consume, maintain, and knows no other purpose, it’s on autopilot."

"It doesn't know it's alive or what it's doing?” she questioned. “The cast off didn’t appear to have any problems when it drained that woman and then made a beeline to both of us."

"It's not sentient to the finest detail, but it can still feel pain or perceive threats much like its cast offs. Over there it's not much to worry about unless the fates direct it someplace specific. Over here, however, it’s damn right deadly as it’ll view all magical things as being imbalanced, in need of correcting as it wasn’t created with Keepers in mind. It can and will sense us out, it will not stop hunting us. On this side of the veil, we’re the threat.”

"How overly dramatic," Valda said flipping her hair. 

––––––––
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SHE AGREED. "YOU MENTIONED a failsafe, what do you mean?" 

"Quite simply, the failsafe is that neither light nor dark could never fully destroy it on their own. The fates know that they would never work together for a common goal, they never have. It remains in place, capable of cleaning out both heaven and hell if the fates decide. Only higher-level deities would survive. It was packaged as a maintain but secretly it’s a cleanout and balance if one side decides to overpower the other.”

"Sounds rather unpleasant, but smart," she chimed in.

"The fates know what they're doing, they can't have any side overthrowing the other thus tilting the scale of good and evil. It would be too risky for all involved, the very structure of the universe would be at stake. They created the Harvester to patrol the planes to clean, but we can all agree it’s doing surveillance for them.”

Niles tugged at his chin. “It sounds complicated. What do we do about it, what about any other cast offs?” 

Dusty paced for several seconds thinking. “The cast offs, being an extension of it, will be its way to not only defend itself from attack but also a way to feed on magical energy without compromising its safety. It uses them remotely for food delivery, defenses, and information collection. No doubt it’ll drop more off as it moves, send more bits of itself towards every magical detection to keep it up and running.”

Valda cleared her throat. “Which is why destroying the ones we find quickly and absolutely, gives it little chance to work out a defense, to report back. Its data collection process works from a proximity point.” 

“The closer you are to a cast off, or the Harvester itself, for any length of time determines if you escape or end up dying horrifically,” Dusty added. “Once it learns you, you become a defenseless snack. You’re drained of every drop of energy, your magic, your blood, and finally, your soul.”

“I was right then, the woman on the ceiling the cast off attacked must have had some latent ability, magical linage, or some other form of energy it fed off of because she was its only victim,” Niles added.

She smiled at him. “Good detective skills,” she said before looking back to Dusty, “that would also explain why our powers didn’t work as well as they should have. We didn’t realize it was above us until it was about to attack, we unknowingly gave it time to know us."

Dusty nodded. “Yes, and they can be sneaky because they need time to study, to work out a defense. Overall, their main goal is to supply the Harvester with whatever it needs. Knowing that part, we do have a one-up as Valda killed the one attacking you before it could return and inform the Harvester about your powers or provide it with energy. There’s a chance that your magic will and should still be effective against it.”

“How do you know so much about this thing if it’s never been mentioned or ever came through before?” 

“I know a great deal more than can be found in those cobweb-ridden books in the attic,” Dusty responded to her. “You’ll just have to trust me when it comes to this and follow my directions if we have any hope of living through this.”

She swallowed hard and looked deep into her face hoping to see her crack a smile, to wink, to shrug off the severity of the situation. Her face didn’t move an inch. She wasn’t kidding, this was serious. Usually jovial, carefree, and near-emotionless when it came to most things, now, under the yellow glow of her kitchen lighting, the tribrid’s face looked deep in thought, troubled, worried. 

“You still haven’t told us how we’re supposed to stop this thing,” Niles mentioned. 

“I’m working to it, hold on,” Dusty said clearing her throat and leaning against the back of his chair her head looming over his shoulder. “We’re going to have to deal with it quickly, but we also need to figure out how it ended up here. The cast offs are its prime defense, and energy gathering mechanism, so we can’t expect it to simply sit around doing its nails. It will start to drop its little minions off to hunt down sustenance, to keep itself safe. We destroyed one, so it’ll be slightly hindered and need to rest or refuel, or whatever the hell it does. It’ll need time to acclimate to its surroundings, this new world. It’ll want to hunker down someplace quiet until it can carry on full steam ahead.”

“That really didn’t explain how we stop it, but ok,” Niles said. 

“I said I was working on it,” Dusty added playfully slapping the nature mage’s arm.  

“What about us, are we safe here in Mama Mae’s house?” Niles asked. 

“We’ll be ok, for now,” Dusty reassured him. “The protections in place around the property will conceal our powers from its searching, but we’re on extremely limited time. Anything beyond this house, however, anything with even the faintest of magical power will be on the hit list, or lunch menu, in roundabout terms.”

Dusty’s last comment woke her up, her heart started racing. The worry was starting to sink into her old bones. Everything on this side of the veil would now be up for grabs to a hungry automatic killing machine courtesy of the astral planes. The astral wolves, their fellow Keepers, the Vonovian cats probably upstairs shredding another pair of her house slippers into dust if they happen past her property. In the span of a few hours, they had all gone from peacefully quiet to falling into the outhouse headfirst.

“Brenner...” her voice faltered. “He... his pack... they’ll be in the line of fire. We have to warn them, have to send them north or south, or... I just don’t know,” she nervously muttered. “How do we escape something that can sense every step we take; how do we warn the others? We’re not the only magical things out there.”

“Don’t fret woman,” Dusty responded. “He’s taking the pack North and will head into the veil once they reach the Smokey Mountains if need be, effective immediately after we handled the Skitters. He also sent out scouts to alert any, and all, allies about the danger. Anything here from there has that option, we do not. He’ll do his best though he couldn’t guarantee the safety of the possible Asanti scent they picked up to the west or the groups of Triln to the east of their location.”

Niles shot up straight in his chair. “An Asanti? Do you think—”

“That it was Charla?” Dusty cut in finishing his question. “Possibly, not sure.”

“I bet it was, she probably moved due to it being so hot in the south this time of year,” Niles said looking like he just developed a million-dollar patent for soap scum removal. “I bet it was...”


***
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NILES’S MIND WANDERED from the present to years prior. Everything had changed one fateful night, everything had shifted. As Dusty’s information sparked his memories anew, it brought up visuals that fluttered back to those final moments, the regret, the loss.

Fall had been happily licking at the air with its chilly undertones when they had sensed the call. The veil had been breached. Racing into the night, they answered. It would be a mission that would not only introduce them to Charla but also redefine their lives on every level.

At an old fenced-off cemetery down a winding dirt road, they had discovered what the night was hiding. Between tombstones in disrepair and large oak trees with twisted branches that reached out in awkward positions encouraging the shadows to dance across the ground, they had stumbled across more than they had bargained for. It was something equally sinister and deadly.

The sight of Charla, covered in stained rags and streaked in blood, had been his first run-in with an Asanti. To the untrained eye, the astral hunter looked nearly human. The long sharp claws glinting in the moonlight assured him she was nothing of the sort. With her long filthy black hair, stained and shredded beige robe, and a prison manacle attached to a chain still wrapped firmly around one wrist, she almost appeared innocent and frail. They would soon find, she was neither.

The Asanti were dangerous predators that fed on the magical essence and shifting energy of anything within the astral planes. Agile and skilled, they utilized the dark arts to fade in and out of sight confusing their prey and making it easier to strike unhindered with their razor-sharp claws. Methodical, crafty, swift, and chaotic, they were a threat not to be taken lightly especially since they also could trance victims with a stare making their meal hunting easier than strolling through a supermarket. Here, they had found Keeper energy increased their powers tenfold making this destination one they would die trying to escape to. Here, they would become a nonstop killing machine if left unhindered. 

That night, Charla’s devilishly red eyes proved to be the worst of her skills. The damage left with just one look had been enough to change their lives forever as she easily tranced Akane, Leesa, and Gordy before any of them had a chance to understand the gravity of their situation. Left powerless and utterly defenseless, Dusty had quickly ported them to the cemetery entrance even as Charla tried to scurry away. Too weak from her escape through the veil fleeing whatever had captured her, the essence vampire hadn’t gotten far. 

He, Dusty, and Truddie Mae had successfully managed to secure Charla against a nearby tree. She snarled and vowed revenge upon them all wailing against her magical restraints. They left her bound to the tree before sealing the veil ensuring nothing else could escape. After, they found she had escaped. The clinking and clanging of the chain attached to her wrist in the distance as she shifted past the cemetery into the night was their only clue of her direction. They should have killed her sooner, should have done it on the spot. It would have saved them a great deal of grief, of pain.

Back home, Dusty had quickly left to inform the light bringers on the other side of the veil of their prisoner’s escape and whereabouts as they raced through the house lowering blinds, locking doors, and huddling up afraid of Charla’s desperate need to feed on their energy. Once the tribrid returned, they learned that once tranced by an Asanti, its victims could be easily tracked even more so when its desired targets had magical signatures. She would come for them, find ways to lure them from the protected property with her power, and ultimately kill them.

The only option they found would place their three teammates out of harm’s way by magically fogging them into a coma induced state. Without a conscious mind allowing Charla easy access and becoming shut off from their magical gifts, they would be safely shielded. It would stop the Asanti’s fervent searching, cripple her ability to find them until she could be dealt with or destroyed. It was a horrible plan, but they knew they were out of choices. Death was inevitable, the protections around the property would only hold against her for so long. One look out of a window, one glance into her eyes would spell doom for anyone foolish enough to have risked it. 

Between the beautifully colorful waves of magic that swirled and crisscrossed above their heads as they formed a circle and cast a combined spell, the tears never stopped falling. There was no other option, they all knew it. It didn’t stop the pain, the loss, nor the grief they equally shared. He, Dusty, and Truddie Mae promised to hunt down Charla and free them from their induced comas even after Akane, Gordy, and Leesa became still as statues and were lowered to the floor now barely flickering candles within a cave of useless flesh. 

Dusty soon doled out responsibilities and glamoured each of them into hospital clothing befitting their roles, three doctors, and three patients. Fake paperwork, fake everything was magically created easily covering medical information and history which would ease them into facilities where they would remain hidden, safe. Placing them in places they would be well taken care of, Dusty footed the bill and systematically handled the backend of their thrown together plan. Play dead to stay alive, it didn’t make sense, but it worked.

The tribrid ported Akane, their fire mage, to California since she had originally traveled from there. Truddie Mae slipped away with Leesa, their light mage, to a small facility within the Bronx where she had lived her entire life before coming to Florida as a Keeper. After they left, he had cried while hugging Gordy’s head to his chest until finally mustering up the courage to deliver him to a facility in North Carolina a few miles from the chubby force mage’s hometown. Space would ensure if one of them fell, the other two could be extracted in time but leaving Gordy had proved harder than any battle he’d ever endured. 

What started as a temporary solution soon evolved into weeks, months, years. Apprehending Charla and ending her ferocious reign of terror on their lives, on their world proved to be a laborious task. She was crafty and eluded capture as easily as a flea on a black carpet. They eventually had to move on. Life doesn’t wait, a Keeper’s duty never truly has an off switch.

He never went back, all three of them stopped trying. It pained him but chasing down false leads and dead ends tore him apart as much as the reminder that Gordy was no longer in his life. Dusty tried to keep them updated, but the constant news only reaffirmed their frustration and loss until they finally had to ask the tribrid to stop. After a year, he left broken and beaten to Scotland and Ireland to visit his parent’s homelands. Far away it was, but never far enough to forget.

Upon his return, a useful tip had led him to the Everglades before fate decided to bring him back home, to the calamity of Keeper life, to a world spinning into chaos with the slightest hint of possible resolutions. He knew Charla was still out there planning and plotting, the Harvester being emptied into their world had thrown a monkey wrench in her lofty goals as well as his in ending her wretched existence.

She wouldn’t stop, neither would he, but for now, he knew she would run from the Harvester abandoning her pursuits. It would view her as neither friend nor foe. She was evil and dangerous, not stupid. She would flee from its path, she had little choice except to possibly die fighting it. Now, with it on the loose and a mystery on how it got here in the first place, it seemed neither did he. He only hoped it wouldn’t claim the essence vampire’s life as it traveled the countryside, he had dibs, a payback that needed to be given.


***
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“YOU GONNA LAND THE plane or circle the runway all night?” she asked Niles rubbing his back softly with her tiny hand before snapping her fingers.

“Oh, sorry,” he apologized blinking his eyes several times. “I completely went off thinking about Charla.”

“Yeah, we figured,” she told him. “You’ve been zoning out for a while, we sat here watching like loons.”

“Just a bit tired and over-analyzing everything as usual,” Niles played it off as she offered him a smile.

“I’m sure,” she agreed.

“You mentioned the Triln, but why would planes pixies be here?” Valda asked as they focused on Dusty.

“It’s probably because of the ley lines and access to surroundings they are familiar with. Of course, the heat and humidity don’t tarnish the allure for them,” Dusty replied. “Apparently, we have a shit ton of them east of where Brenner’s crew was living.” 

“Americans always get some of the better astral species,” she said flipping her hair. “We don’t get too much overseas, well, not where I live anyway. A few Ukrogs among others, those boar looking creatures and their razor-like tusks are a handful to—”

“Can we focus, please?” she snapped cutting Valda off. “We got bigger fish on the grill.” 

“Pardon me,” Valda said sourly before looking back at Dusty. “I know it’s a moot point, but Brenner and his crew couldn't offer any help?”

Dusty shook her head. “Nope. Their powers are useless against it unless they wanted to play bait. Beyond short bursts of teleportation, they don’t have active offensive powers that could damage it even in wolf form. I sent them packing because if it kills them, they will end up boosting its strength making things worse for the rest of us."

“How much time do we have?” she asked.

“I figure, roughly 6 to 8 hours before its back on the hunt. The damage and confusion of being forced through the veil, coupled with losing a cast off so quickly, may give us enough time to get prepared."

"What about its defenses? It could send more cast offs our way while it rests up."

"It probably won’t for fear of draining its energy, but it will soon enough. We have to first figure out where it’s hiding, then take care of business.”

“Sounds like we got our work cut out for us,” Valda said. “Here I was worried about being bored.” She flipped her hair and pulled out a compact checking her face. “Dear me, I look like a dumpster fire,” she said gawking at her reflection. “Whatever, when in Rome, right?” 

“All joking aside, the time has come to do what we get paid to do, well, if we got paid that is,” Dusty told them. “This isn’t a normal issue for us. We have a planned exit, the Harvester merely a pawn to a bigger scheme I’m betting. If it’s given free rein, it won't be pretty. Trust me. I know this all sounds like sunshine and rainbows, but does anyone have any ideas, thoughts, a strategy?”

“I thought you were working on that,” Niles added appearing confused and worried.

“Oh, I am,” Dusty reassured him, “but I wanted to see what the peanut gallery thought first.”

“How is it able to get around and why doesn’t it use its energy to return to its dimension?” she asked as Valda and Niles nodded, they were thinking the same. “One would think it would be gunning to get home.” 

“It wouldn’t be able to pass through the veil without being dismantled, hence why I believe it was helped with a push through an opening. Here it will use the ley lines like a moving sidewalk, there’s enough energy there to help it along but it probably won’t move as quickly as it could in the astral planes,” Dusty replied. “Over there everything is open, energy is abundant. Here, it’s hindered somewhat by a lack of sustenance. We’re not all magical and that will require it to plan longer, choose wisely in what direction to take. Of course, it’s not overly choosy when it comes to a meal. I guess when push comes to shove...”

Her stomach twisted as Dusty’s words hung in the air. “Please, don’t tell me that it’ll—”

“Turn towards devouring the souls of the norms once all magical related options are gone?” Dusty posed the question as she slowly nodded. “It probably won’t wait to start taste testing the selections, why would it?”

“Oh my.”

“Exactly.”

“How dark and foreboding, goes great with the coffee,” Valda commented raising her mug with a smirk. “Since you know a great deal more than most, Dusty, have you ever run across a way to destroy it or maybe its weaknesses, if any?"  

Dusty paused while thinking. “Not really, no to both. The fates created it and I’m sure it can quite sufficiently handle anything we could throw at it. I’m not even sure there is a way to stop it without a deity level of power to assist. Unfortunately, we have to try. Our world could be completely wiped out if we drag our feet or wait for help. Trying and dying is a better option than only dying, but then again, it's how we operate.”

“This whole thing is one big angry kick to the tits,” she commented. “It’s always left up to us.”

“Seems to be how it usually works out,” Dusty agreed, “this time, even more so than any other.”

Niles sat up. “What about that weird smell at the sorority house?” he asked openly before turning to her. “You think there’s a connection? You think it had anything to do with how it got here?”

“What smell?” Valda questioned. “Describe it, maybe we can help.” 

“It wasn’t anything I can recall,” he said shaking his head. “It wasn’t a bad scent, nothing like a body odor or perfume, it was familiar but missing in my head. It was as if I knew the smell, but it was blanked out, erased as if I couldn’t recall it from memory. It didn’t evoke any emotion, good or bad, it was there briefly then nothing.”

“I smelled it too,” she added. “I didn’t think much about it at the time, but now I wonder.”

Dusty rubbed her chin. “There could be a connection. It may be associated with how the Harvester got forced through or how the dampening spell ended up over the area. It could also be a random fluke, our mind making sense of the supernatural or something simply shielding itself.”

“The victims wanted to summon Roneev, if that helps,” Niles added. “Maybe he did something.”

“Doubtful,” Dusty said. “Demons, regardless of level, don’t usually bust open the veil and toss a dimension eating entity into an unsuspecting world. They prefer simpler pursuits and generally come and go without too much fuss unless norms decide to start messing with them and stir up problems. They can be mischievous and sometimes pretty deadly, but not enough to warrant the Harvester showing up.”

“So, we’re back to square one,” she said eyeing the tribrid to hurry her along. “This mess could be anything. The smells, the demon, the oddity of it all isn’t offering us any clues, no jumping points. We’re all grasping at straws in the dark.” She sighed. “It could be something or nothing, we may never know. What we do know, however, is something ain’t playing nice and we have some hard work ahead of us. We’re going to have to take a leap and start narrowing it down otherwise we’re going to run out of time and get narrowed down ourselves.”

“Exactly, but at least now we have a little more information that may lead to something fruitful,” Dusty offered. “I can veil walk over and maybe talk with Roneev if I can find him. He may have seen something, especially if the women were trying to summon him. It’s worth a shot.”

“Might be a good idea,” she agreed. “Anything at this point, we need the help.”

She knew that much like over here, Dusty was viewed as a rarity among the astral planes. Considered harmless and friendly by some, others viewed her as an outcast, an abomination. For that, Dusty gambled her life every time she needed to cross over to the astral planes. The risks were heavy, the stakes had been raised, and time was no longer something they could afford to squander.

Dusty glanced at the clock. “Hell, it’s almost 5:30 am. I’m sure everyone is exhausted. We need to finish, catch a few hours of sleep, then move on.”

Niles agreed. “Yeah, I’m worn out. I was already tired before running around the Everglades then everything else got piled on top.” He yawned and stretched his arms up.

"No comment," she added giving him a sour face.

"I know,” he exhaled loudly. “Running solo is never a good idea, but I had to check. I needed to."

"You know better, you could've been killed," Dusty said giving his arm a quick slap.

"I do know that, but it's been three damn years," he said frustrated. “I needed this, for me, for us.”

"I understand, I do,” she tried to console him. “I only want you to be safe. If Charla had been there, she would have taken you out quicker than a balloon in a cactus patch."

She watched him lower his head and shuffle his feet. She couldn't blame him; it had been a rough patch for them all. He was headstrong and valiant, but overly cocksure and anxious. At one time, she’d been the same way. As a mother first and foremost, her only concern was his safety. Bad luck or bad times, her role barely shifted even when faced with difficult decisions. Teach him, lead him, love him. It was all she could do, always. 

Valda got up and adjusted her outfit. “I should be going. I’m staying at that run-down looking hotel in Cassadaga until my crystal order is finished charging in the lake. It’s mediocre at best, but the magical energy there is top-notch. Before I leave, do you need me to stay or help?” 

“We can manage,” she told her.

“Tomorrow, we’ll need you about noontime,” Dusty told the dwarf.

“No problem, I can move some stuff around. Do you have a plan?”

“I do,” Dusty said smacking her hands together and smiling. “I want you to head to California tomorrow, you’ll be needed to retrieve Akane. We need you to bring home one of our own.”

“Ok,” Valda quietly said giving the tribrid a confused look. “Should I be concerned, do I even ask?”

"I’m going to drop the fog spell on our three sleeping beauties. We need to bring them back home; we’ll need their powers if we have any hope of destroying the Harvester.”

She gasped at Dusty’s words as a breakfast plate slipped from her hands. It smashed with a crunch sending shards shooting across the kitchen floor. She watched Niles quickly rise from his chair, his eyes also wide with concern. The words struggled from her mouth, the questions uncoiling and racing to the surface.

“Sweet Jesus, son of Mary,” she cried out. “Are you on quaaludes?”

“No, Truddie Mae because this isn’t the fucking 1970s, but I appreciate your enthusiasm. Yes, I know what I said, and I apologize for cussing and again for all the future possibilities. I mean, we know it’s going to happen sooner or later but I’m not crazy, on anything recreational, or unable to plan accordingly. I know what I’m doing.”

“But if you drop the fog,” Niles stuttered pacing by his chair, “with that thing roaming around out there they'll end up dead. You can’t be... can’t be serious, are you?”

Dusty raised her hand. “Calm yourself,” she said casually. “They’re dead if we don’t, they’re sitting ducks. The Harvester will sense them eventually, even shielded. Besides, having all three increases our firepower allowing for a better tactical edge and, since Charla is probably long gone running from it, it’s now or never.”

“They were barely trained before they went under, they’re not cut out for this kind of work. We’re barely up for this challenge let alone the three of them,” she added still believing Dusty had slipped into craziness.

“I understand that, but we need any help their powers can provide. They’re safer here than there. At least here, we all have a fighting chance to not end up as a free meal. Even if Charla decides to stay and not flee from the Harvester, it’s worth the risk to have them here and not simply waiting to die defenseless and unaware.”

“Why can’t we go now, and be done with it already?” Niles asked sitting back down to listen closely.

“There’s little we can do with lowered energy. Tomorrow will be our best chance,” Dusty informed him as she placed a hand on his shoulder. “When the spell does drop, our friends may be weak and fuzzy around the edges. To them, it’s been a day. To us, much, much longer. They may be confused, may need a little more attention until the magic fades completely and resets their minds. With us being tapped off on magical energy, it should be easier.”

“I want them back; I also don’t want them dead. I wish it could be now, but I get it. I don’t like it, but I get it. We’ll just have to wait a little longer,” Niles spoke.

“That’s all I’m asking for,” Dusty said.

“What if they won’t come back?” Valda asked. “It’s their choice after all. What happens if we go through all that trouble to bring them back and they refuse and decide to jump ship.”

“Where else would they go?” she posed the questions. “They’re Keepers. There aren’t a lot of us left, and besides, they haven’t got family, loads of money to burn, or enough working knowledge to maintain secrecy.”

“I’m sure them coming back will not be a problem,” Dusty said trying to sound reassuring. “If they decide to put up a fight and make it an issue, make sure it isn’t. We need them here regardless if they like it or not. I’m not going to jeopardize our chances to destroy this thing because they decided to let it consume their energy.”

“Understood,” Niles replied as Valda agreed.

"We can place Leesa and Akane downstairs like before, Niles and Gordy will share the upstairs bedroom,” Dusty directed. “Valda can crash here if need be or stay at the hotel if it’s still a viable option and safe. Agreed?”

Her head felt like it was spinning. The influx of information, sudden changes, the spiraling emotions were all wrecking her sense of self-control. Anxiety filled the air, plans and plots muddled together. Moments like this she wished she could simply shut off the empathic nature of her magical abilities, shut off her own at the same time. 

“Whatever has to be done,” she told Dusty. “It’s been a hot minute, but we’ll make do.”

“It’s settled then,” Dusty said clapping her hands together. “Everybody needs to go get some rest.”

“See you all shortly,” Valda said before Dusty escorted her to the front door.

“Yep,” she said offering the dwarf a quick nod and half-wave as she and Niles begin cleaning.

“I can’t believe they’re coming back, after three years,” Niles mentioned sweeping the floor of shattered dishware. “It’s almost too much to take in, between them and the Harvester, it’s a lot.” 

She shook her head. “I know. It’s like we’re suddenly stuck in the middle of a shit storm without an umbrella, no way around it, no place to hide.” She cleaned the table and placed the dishes in the sink. “I sure hope Dusty knows what she’s doing.” 

“I don’t have a clue, but we aren’t going to sit around and wait to become victims either,” Dusty said coming back into the room to join her near the sink.

“Whatever it is, it is,” she responded.

Dusty shrugged and offered her a weak smile. “I thought so too.”

“I doubt I’ll even be able to sleep,” Niles said out loud working the broken pieces of dishware into the dustpan and dropping them into the trash can. “My mind is speed racing.”

“Probably too much coffee,” she offered turning around to survey what else needed to be done. 

“You’re going to be the one to claim Gordy, it’s only fair,” Dusty told Niles as he smiled brightly before pushing a loose strand of hair from his face. “I know how much you’ve missed our Mr. Labeau, but please stay on course. No stopping to partake in horticultural pursuits if you know what I mean,” she finished with a wink.

Niles laughed with embarrassment. “Is nothing sacred with you?”

“Not a damn thing,” Dusty answered as they both chuckled like old pals.

“You think we can do this?” Niles asked getting back into finishing up the kitchen. “I mean all of us under one roof like we were before Charla came along.”

“Please, this isn’t something new for us. We got this,” she assured him. “We have enough space for everyone. If you want to know about cramped spaces, I can reference that time I was stuck in a tent deep in the woods, colder than a witch's tit in a brass bra, and forced to sleep next to six farting Raijase if it helps? If I recall, it was the same experience that included Dusty in the same tent snoring away like a chainsaw piloting a helicopter.”

Dusty fake scoffed. “I heard it was like a dream come true for you.” She rolled her eyes. “It’ll be fine, Niles. Everyone will be comfortable, no worries.”

“Go get some rest, dear,” she told the nature mage. “We got a busy day ahead of us, and the more you sleep, the more energy you keep.”

He walked over and kissed her cheek before leaving. The bond they shared felt comfortable, cemented in care, and built on years of trust. It didn't bother him that she appeared as Sophie Wilkens. To him, she was still Truddie Mae Watts on the inside, his adopted mother, a provider, and friend.

“Lord, help us,” she quietly spoke as Dusty came closer. “What have we gone and stumbled into?” 

“A big steaming mess of cow shit, like normal. Lay of the land. We’ll do what we always do, try. Nothing more, nothing less,” Dusty offered as she helped her dry off a few freshly washed plates at the sink. 

“True,” she said. “I hope we can manage it. It won’t be easy chaperoning newbies against this thing when we don’t even know what we’re going to do to stop it.” She placed her head against Dusty’s side. “Never easy.”

"Never is, never was when it comes to our way of life and magic,” Dusty told her wrapping an arm around her and squeezing. “We don’t follow rules, never have, probably never will. We’ll make it work, somehow.”

"Just in case we die, you know again, or tomorrow, just promise me...” she said looking into her eyes.

“Yes?” Dusty asked meeting her gaze and waiting.

“Promise me you’ll ditch that ratty wig. Miss Cinnamon has to go, she’s used up, lifeless, the skin of a dead beaver brought over on the Mayflower. I mean, seriously, that horrible red color is like bleach for the eyes,” she said before snorting.

“Hardy Har Hardly,” Dusty deadpanned. “I’ll ditch the wig, eventually. It’ll probably be about the same time you earn your Hospitable Badge since you now look like a girl scout. Worst one ever, by the way, and not a cookie in sight.”

“You’re such an ass,” she said while laughing “I love ya though, my sassy tri-bitch.”

“Ditto, my little sleeve of chocolate-coated cookies,” Dusty said snickering with her.

“You still ain’t eating them,” she said as they both burst out laughing at the absurdity of it all.

They hugged each other close, it was a much-needed embrace from the worries of the worlds, their world, and the astral world they were also connected with. She broke free and flipped off the stove light. Moving upstairs, they said their goodnights and headed to opposite ends of the hallway at the top of the staircase settling in for whatever few hours they could scrounge together before the bottom fell out on their lives.


***
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NILES COUNTED TWO BEDROOM doors shutting before the house returned to silence. The encroaching morning light seeped its way through the blinds casting lines across the floor. Laying on the bed, he stared at the ceiling while allowing the softness of the comforter to caress his skin. He was wired, the thoughts too much to shut off, to sporadic to ignore. The issues they now faced had developed so quickly, had spiraled out of control within hours of him returning to Florida. His head couldn’t wrap around how it had culminated with him sitting in his old bedroom, anxious about the future, nursing wounds from the past. 

What had started as a lead on a possible Asanti hiding location in the Everglades, had turned into a supply run that quickly escalated into a sorority house slaughter. The cast off near-death experience, the release of a powerful astral entity as part of a master plan, and the all-telling misadventures of his parent’s untimely deaths as told by both Valda and Truddie Mae had done little to lighten the mood or calm his nerves. No one would be able to gently slip into slumber after going through that in one sitting.

He rolled over and slid the pillow under his head, the other gripped close to his chest. Focusing on Gordy, he spooled up sweet memories of the time they had first met, and the times after that always comforted him. It was the best he could, the only way he might be able to relax long enough to sleep. If only, he thought, if only more than memories. Still, they were better than nothing and he needed them after the day’s events.

The short chubby force mage had stolen his heart like a well-trained thief ever since they had first locked eyes in Truddie Mae’s backyard upon his arrival. Standing at about 5’ 8”, his stout body heaving from the summer heat as beads of sweat rolled lazily down both sides of his face stuttering at his dark brown five o’clock shadow was a lot to take in. The connection was instant. Not knowing it then, they would soon find themselves inseparable, the pet names coming along for the ride. Between the southern gentleman charm, the child-like clumsiness, and the sass, the new Keeper had dropped into his life like a bomb and he had never looked back.

During that summer, and almost a year after, he had worked alongside Dusty and Truddie Mae steadily training new members Gordy in his mid-twenties, Leesa a couple of years behind him, and Akane the fourteen-year-old fire slinger. Their newfound powers, roles, and duties needed to be fully understood. They needed to be studied and finely tuned if they were to adapt to their magical new existence. They were still wet behind the ears when Charla changed their fates in one sweep. Luckily, they had survived.

All three newcomers had developed latent abilities upon being chosen. They seemed to not need spells to chant, or gimmicky magical items to utilize their gifts. Knowing their way around both would still prove beneficial, long term and so they were introduced to rhyming chants, alchemical studies, metaphysical items galore, and how to handle and incorporate imbued items into their arsenals. Eventually joining them on minor veil issues, the house was abuzz with renewed energy and youthful enthusiasm.

Gordy’s force shields appeared to be defensive without being called into creation, Leesa’s power of luminosity included the telepathic abilities to hover and the skill to cast multiple projections of herself that appeared as mirrored clones under heavy concentration for short periods, and Akane was able to teleport short distances easily poofing around the house once Dusty trained her properly. It had been exciting times, everyone learning, growing, laughing, and loving. Had they known then, had any of them easily foreseen the future, they would have known it was a fleeting moment in time.

He yawned reminiscing about the good times as he ran a hand through his dark auburn hair. The supernatural game was changing, and everything was about to get a whole world of interesting and dangerous. He only hoped they all lived to see a fitting end. Soon, everything would be back to normal, everything back to the way it was before it all ended up in chaos. He closed his eyes quickly blacking out into an agitated, but much-needed sleep. Hopeful, naïve.
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Chapter 9
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She watched as Niles made his way down the stairs scratching his head and yawning as Burke raced ahead and plopped himself near the sofa at her feet. She knew it would be rough on them all to wake after barely enough sleep to function, but they were on a deadline, a rapidly ticking clock counting down the fate of the world. She had granted the nature mage an extra hour over everyone else. Everything he had experienced last night and his return after a couple of years warranted it. Burke had provided the wakeup call on her command with meows and headbutts, always willing to make a racket. 

“Bout time sleepyhead,” she said as he stood by the stairs still trying to wake up as she and Valda sat on the couch like old pals digging through a large trash bag of clothing. “Coffee’s waiting, I got a little food out also, if you can stomach it.”

“What’s with all the clothes?” he asked.

Valda perked up. “It’s some of my old clothes, the things I bought and never got around to wearing. I tend to keep large supplies of nearly everything stashed all over in case I ever need them, this batch of clothes was in Cassadaga. I thought since Truddie Mae is close to my size now, she could probably make use of them.”

“Close indeed, well, minus those,” he shamelessly pointed at Valda’s chest.

“Hush up fool, no need to be pervy,” she scolded. “These are fine for me. They are better than my old lady clothes. What eleven-year-old wants to run around town in nightgowns and bathrobes or only the one outfit?”

He snickered. “None with taste, and the power of vision.”

“Get in the kitchen before you lose one or both, smart ass,” she said smirking. He chuckled as he carried himself off before she turned back to Valda. “Honey, are you fine with me having all these? I don’t want you to go without or end up getting rid of something you wanted.”

“Of course, look, I have more clothes than a department store, most I’ll never wear. Besides, I can replace everything in one afternoon and would prefer you to have them, so they aren’t wasting away in a storage unit somewhere. Plus, you can finally get rid of that one hideous dress you got stuck wearing all the time.”

She smiled as she compared a deep navy-blue pantsuit with a champagne-colored silk blouse. “Ok then, thank you, I truly appreciate it. Oh, and the box of new dishes you brought over, you shouldn’t have gone through all that trouble. It’s all so nice, again thank you.”

Secretly, she was thoroughly enthused about not having to waste time shopping for pre-teen wardrobes. She could easily fit into Valda’s old clothing even if some pieces required snipping, hemming, folding, and taping. She could finally retire that poor black and white polka-dotted dress she’d been forced to wear since the incident. If Valda was offering, she would take. The dwarf was practically made of money and willing. Get while the getting is good, she had always been told, this morning was no exception.

“What trouble?” Valda asked. “The dishes, not to mention the clothes, were doing nothing but costing me space atop the monthly fees. I simply ported to the storage place this morning and grabbed everything I thought you might need or want, it was nothing, no worries. Please enjoy. After my little indiscretion earlier, it was only fitting.”

“About that, you don’t need to worry over it. I was in the wrong too, and I’m sorry for playing the victim and accusing you. I was missing a lot of information and played the blame game unfairly.”

“No, I’m sorry too. My actions were so provincial. I’m glad we cleared it up.”

"I'm glad too. From here on out we’ll work to be better than we were before.”

“Agreed,” Valda said as they exchanged smiles.

She held up a bright yellow sundress and scrunched up her nose. “This is a no go, by the way. I’d look like a piece of chocolate rolled in a banana peel,” she said letting out a chuckle.

“Or an ugly parachute draped over a mound of dirt,” Valda commented.

“No, you didn’t,” she said appearing shocked before breaking into laughter. “Good one.”

Exchanging high fives, they continued chatting and laughing while sifting through clothing. She knew the secret female game of hooks and smiles was in full swing. She knew each of them secretly wished the other would catch fire.


***
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NILES SCARFED DOWN a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter as he listened to the two women prattle on like best friends. Shaking his head at their exchange, he prepared a quick cup of coffee and double-checked his utility belt to ensure it was snug on his hip. Looking out the small kitchen window and taking a sip from his mug, he could see the sun’s rays beating down grandly. The brightness forced him to squint and blink several times as his eyes caught sight of Dusty, almost nude except for a small pair of sweat shorts and bright white high-top sneakers, standing in the backyard facing the woods.

The tribrid stood there like a statue, the sun reflecting from her bald head. He took in her back, toned, tanned, muscled, and littered with scars of battles past. The ugly jagged ones, the reddish thin ones, and the proud rounded ones displayed in garish detail against her grayish skin tone like a road map through the countryside jutting off to parts unknown. Gulping coffee, he headed to the porch, his curiosity piqued.

“I guess good morning, near afternoon,” he called out swinging the screen door open and taking the three steps down to the grassy backyard.

“Same to you,” Dusty replied swinging her head around and smiling before turning to the woods.

He took a moment to admire the large expanse of nature beyond Truddie Mae’s backyard fence, the giant forested and marshy sprawl of the Green Swamp Wilderness Preserve and all it contained lay before him shining with the sun, inviting. He had, many times, wandered into the thick of it all collecting supplies, seeing the wildlife, and learning to use his powers when he was younger. It was wild and free, dangerous, and new. A perfect escape for a nature mage, an experience without boundaries and filled with memories. 

Walking across the lawn, he stood next to Dusty as they stared into the woods. “Working on something?”

“Trying to sense our little escapee,” Dusty replied. “No luck, so far. I guess it’s magic time.”

He watched as Dusty closed her eyes and raised both hands as if trying to catch a football. Swirls of white and black energy flowed respectively around her hands as she concentrated. It was always odd and fascinating to see her dual powers in action. The right hand all light, the left all dark. The energies rapidly enveloped her hands and vanished as she made a slightly muffled clap.

“Unde quaerere,” she spoke sending magic from her released hands to seek, to locate.

“It would be nice if we knew where it was, would help a lot, would make it easier.”

Dusty lowered her hands. “Yes. Easier to locate, but not to deal with.”

He stood there as Dusty brought her hands to her ears as if listening for an echo, a ping of noise bouncing around as if someone shouted within a canyon. He listened too, the only sounds were the slight shifting of leaves from a couple of camphor trees and the faint cry of a hawk in the distance. They stood in silence for a few minutes before he finally shrugged and took a swig of his barely warm coffee.

“It was worth a shot, you tried.”

“Thanks for the pep talk, coach,” she snickered before they headed for the porch. Near the steps, she stopped and gripped his arm. “Wait, hold on.” 

“You ok?”

She shushed him with her hand. Turning to the woods, she cupped her ears. Quietly, he waited as her eyes scanned the forest beyond the fence, left to right. To him, she resembled someone trying to tune an old pair of TV antennas for the perfect signal, he wasn’t far off. As her hands slowly moved along her ears, her eyes grew large and she stopped.

“Get the ladies, now. We got a signal.”

He shot forward dumping his remaining coffee out and raced into the kitchen through the porch entrance. Slamming his mug on the table, he bolted into the living room. Truddie Mae and Valda looked up at him startled as they held designer outfits up to inspect.

“You look pretty; she wants us outside, now,” he said noticing the new pastel blue sundress and black sandals his mother had decided to try on.

“Thanks, honey,” she smiled at him. “Let’s go,” she directed rolling off the couch followed by Valda.

He led them both back through the kitchen and down the steps to the lawn. They piled up around Dusty, the tribrid still magically pinpointing with her hands on her ears. She turned to them before lowering her arms to her side. 

“What ya got?” Truddie Mae asked her. “Is it the Harvester? Did you get a location?”

“Yes,” Dusty nodded. “It’s on the move, it’s time we do the same. It’s heading north, very slow, not sure where or how far away.”

“If it started near Gainesville, it could be close to Georgia or already past it,” Truddie Mae said. 

Valda walked past Dusty and peered into the woods. “I wouldn’t think it would have gone too far away from the sorority house, not yet anyway,” she offered.

“We can’t be sure though; we need to do this and do this now. If it’s up and moving, it’s garnered enough power to make cast offs. Chances are, it’s acclimated to our reality or has been feeding. We just don’t know and can’t be sure,” Dusty explained.

“If it’s moving, it could be picking up on Gordy's vibes, he would be the closet,” he anxiously told them as his stomach twisted with worry. “We need to hurry. I don’t want him in the path of that thing."

Dusty turned around to face him. “We’re going to do everything we can, we’re going to get our people out of there, but this is serious people,” she said louder to include each of them, “stay on high alert, always. We can’t be certain if, or how many cast offs could be mobile, but if the big fella is moving, chances are, they are too. If you see one you are to run away or destroy it, nothing in between, no letting them adapt. Get in, get out, be safe.”

"We still playing doctor and patient, if need be?" Truddie Mae asked referring to their glamour tricks. “I told Valda all about it earlier, so she knows the drill if that’s how we’re going into this.”

"Probably the best option if magical extraction is compromised,” Dusty replied. “It’ll give us less loose ends to deal with later and limit our interactions to possible norm exposure. Once you are inside, use your discretion. We can implement fake paperwork showing our teammates were discharged, but we can’t cover up flashy spells because we’re careless. Fake it until you make it, we’ll worry about anything else later."

“Unless we’re forced to go on the defensive,” he added as they shook their heads.

“We’ll cross that bridge when and if it happens,” Dusty said. “I want you all to remember that once we dissipate the spell on our teammates, they’ll be a little hazy. It could take a while for their memories to recover and for them to fully function magically. Also, they’ll be rigid and slow after three years of being bed-ridden until their magic can begin to nullify some of the need for rehabilitation.”

“I suppose it’s going to be a crapshoot, a roll of dice on what we get,” Valda said.

“Pretty much and good to know,” Truddie Mae said, “because I can’t carry Leesa around, not like this.”

Dusty looked over at Valda, “Akane won’t recognize you but try some of our names as trigger words, it may help.” She rubbed her hands on her shorts and approached him. “I want you to stay focused, understand?”

“I understand,” he said. “I want him home with me, but I know I need to be on alert. If that thing is gunning for him, I’m going to need to separate emotions with the need to get the hell out of there.” He shook his head and hands trying to mentally prepare for the task.

“I only want you to understand Gordy may be loopy for a bit. I don’t want you to assume everything is back to normal and make a mistake. Get in, get both of you out. Easier said than done, I know, but worry about the specifics of a happy reunion later when it’s safe.”

“Got it,” he answered back.

“Truddie Mae, you do realize you’re going to need to port over and not project, right?” Dusty quizzed her.

“Yeah, I kind of assumed that would be the requirement, I didn’t wake up in the dumb lane of life this morning,” she told Dusty rubbing at her necklace. “I got this, trust me.”

“Be safe, old girl. Stay on guard,” Dusty told her. “Don’t make me eat the cats.” She smirked.

Truddie Mae snorted. “I will, and I promise, you old pet eating bastard.”

“I’m going to go grab a shirt,” Dusty told them walking towards the house. “Do we need anything?”

“Nah,” Truddie Mae called out as the tribrid took the steps to the covered porch. “I shut off the coffee pot already and I haven’t locked a house door since 1949.”

They stood there as he sighed and rubbed his stomach waiting for Dusty to return. The need to get going was eating him alive like his body was filled with ants. The worry swam circles around anxiousness, over rocks of fear. Everything had been out of reach for so long, now, everything was smashing into his life calling out for him. Three years a loner, now back in a committed relationship running for their lives against a devouring evil from the astral planes. Could he do it, could he be the hero they needed? No stress, all cake. His stomach told him otherwise.

“Everyone knows where they’re going?” Dusty called out fumbling to pull a white t-shirt over her head as her arms flailed about while she tried blindly navigating the steps back down to the grassy lawn.

“Yes, Truddie Mae gave me the address inside,” Valda answered. 

“Got it,” he told her as Truddie Mae did the same.

“After we drop the spell on our friends, I’ll cross the veil and hunt for answers and Roneev, if I can find him,” Dusty told them as she joined them. “We ready then, bitches?” They sniggered and rolled their eyes in unison before nodding. “I have the spell rhyme ready, please listen and follow.”

“Oh Lord, we goin’ old school for this, real old school,” Truddie Mae mumbled.

He chuckled before Dusty quieted them down. He knew that long ago, well before they could easily learn multiple languages or develop inherent powers, some Keepers had to toss spells out solely via rhymes. It was the only way magic worked for them; it was all they had to utilize. He imagined the skill involved be able to bust out a rhyme on the fly while running for one’s life. He could do it with time but would probably never be on the same level as the pros he stood with on Truddie Mae’s lawn.

“Focus people, it’s time to get serious!” Dusty snapped at them. “Focus on your target Keeper, their location, repeat after me," she directed. “Release the fog so dense and thick, free their minds and make it stick,” she said repeating the phrase very slowly so the other three could join.

They chanted in unison, their hands joined, the string of words forming magical colored tendrils of energy that spooled from their mouths. The glowing threads flowed above their heads weaving and coiling around each other, a current of power forming a swift-moving circle of intent. The encircling mass of color pulsed and quickly drew inward developing into an orb of concentrated power that swelled with each passing word. After their third round of chanting, the orb exploded outward releasing the conjured energy that had created it.

The burst of freed magical energies rocketed past them in a burning wave of determination. It was done, the spell had been set into motion, released to awaken their comrades. The last strings of magic spell drifted away into the sun like smoke from a cigarette. They lifted their heads and opened their eyes.

“That one had a little kick to it,” Truddie Mae expressed clapping her hands.

“Done, now get going. Stay safe,” Dusty added before giving them a quick wave and moving closer to the back fence. With a wave of her hand, she called out, “Revelare.”

The veil materialized across the yard with its tenebrous red ribbon-like mass glinting in the reflected sunlight. She turned to look at the three of them still standing there in awe of seeing the veil in daylight, a rarity for them since most of the vile nastiness they usually dealt with happened in the dark hours.

“I know I look good from the back, but seriously, you all should be gone already,” Dusty chided them.

They took their eyes off the veil and looked at her as she gave them a dismissive wave. She cracked a smile, shook her head, and shrugged before passing through the veil. The red energy radiated outward, embracing her, pulling her into its depths, into the astral planes, out of sight. It hummed in place for several seconds before disappearing into nothingness leaving them simply staring at the woods beyond the fence.

“She makes it look so damn easy,” Truddie Mae commented, “makes me jealous.”

“You think she realized she left that dead cat of a wig sitting on one of the porch chairs?” Valda questioned before chuckling to herself.

“Old Miss Cinnamon gonna be awful lonely today,” Truddie Mae said joining in on the fun as they laughed. “About time if you ask me.”

They agreed as they shared a laugh. The time had come, they all knew it. The fun soon turned to quiet reflection and pre-flight jitters. Time was rapidly dissolving around them, there was no turning back. Save their teammates, save the world. No way around it. Try and die or simply die, no reward for second place. He kissed Truddie Mae on the cheek and shook Valda’s hand before taking a few steps away from them to allow safe casting.

“Safe travels to you both,” he said smiling.

“You as well,” Valda responded.

“Be safe, Nilly,” Truddie Mae responded. “Valda, you too.”

“See you both in a bit,” he said as they prepared their traveling spells.

He watched as Truddie Mae closed her eyes and begin chanting. Very quietly, she mumbled while rubbing her necklace, energy plumes began streaming from her feet and over her entire body. Her blood magic radiated outwards seeming to consume her in its pulsing waves of power. Once flash of bright red later, she was gone. A flash of blue and white quickly followed nearby as Valda disappeared on her way to California.

Now, only he remained. Alone, the quiet felt as if it were sneaking up on him, trying to jab a knife into his back. He ignored it, the air almost carrying with it a whisper of approaching doom, of death for them all. The thoughts were already getting to him, he shook his head to focus. Grabbing a few leaves from his hip packs, he urged his energy forward happy to escape his mind for a bit. Nature magic whisked him away within the green-colored wind as he vanished from the back yard, hopeful and fearful in equal measure.


***
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THE WORLD OUTSIDE REMAINED quiet sans the distant croaking of two bullfrogs, and the clicking of a nearby cricket jumping through the weeds beyond two shattered windows. The air sat humid and rancid, reeking of dirty swamp water, death, and decay. It lingered with its heated dampness, creeping into the cabin via the open doorway. The once sturdy door itself now nothing more than a bloated saturated mass in front of the old and abandoned hunting cabin equally coated in grass and muck. Rotting floorboards gave way to the cooler mud underneath offering slight comfort, the space near the back corner of the sunless cabin a preferred hiding spot.

Rusted cans of soup sat within a broken cupboard covered in black mold, one of its dislodged doors hung at an odd angle awaiting release to the small termite eaten counter below not covered in leaves and vines. The cabin’s sink, for which water no longer flowed, held used clear plastic cups caked in green slime. A black widow spider happily made the basin her home, unhindered, unopposed. Nearby, a nearly empty bottle of rotgut whiskey, a leftover from hunting days of drunken norms, now a makeshift tower used by the spider to scout prey, to expand her territory and rule.

A small outcropping of damp and putrid smelling wood took up the other side of the cabin, a simple slab nailed to the wall providing sleeping space for those who had once ventured out to hunt and drink. Under it, she stayed hidden away, safe. No one would wander this far into unknown woods and swamp to proclaim this demented mess of cabin, not without becoming victim to something far deadlier than the spider.

It was within this long-forgotten cabin, miles away from the almost nonexistent town of Hickox, Georgia, that she lay very still, resting away the sunlit hours. The day was for staying protected, the nights spent feeding on small vermin, and anything else foolish enough to scuttled into the dark cabin. The rotting carcasses and gray picked clean bones littered the floorboards in clumps a testament to her need to feed. The shriveled masses sustenance, if albeit slight.

Charla breathed in and out shallow heated breaths. It was as if she was lifeless, lost in a dream, dreaming of a loss. A sense, a feeling snuck into her memory. Into the deep corners of her sleeping mind, it stirred. She felt a twinge of a presence coming to the forefront. Her clawed fingers clicked the floorboards as she became restless and agitated by this new hint of energy. Her breathing quickened, she started to awaken from slumber.

A beacon of magical promise illuminated her dark mind, a steady pulse throughout the void, a clearing of a blockage. She opened her eyes gazing upon her surroundings, piercing red and hungry they scanned. Prey once lost to her appeared to shimmer into focus, a beacon opening to her will, a treasure to hunt down, to claim.

A giant palmetto bug scuttled past her face; her eyes followed its movement. Her clawed finger pierced it into the floorboard for its trespassing. She smirked to herself unfurling from her resting position and flicked the dead intruder from her finger. Rising to her feet, she sniffed the air seeking out this welcomed gift of returning energy, a misplaced source coming back.

She pulled at her damp clothes before moving her long black tangled and dirty hair from her shoulder. Raising her right hand, the manacle chain clinked and rattled as its weight shifted, an impedance and reminder from the other side. Feeling the magical realm blossoming around her, she reached out with her mind.

Magic had been released; energy had been allowed a continuation. Familiar targets, sources of greater power, were openly mapped out in all directions. Her senses reeled. Weaving her hand gracefully back and forth into the air as she felt the connection growing from their fragile minds, their locations easily came into focus. Three pulsing energy sources, powers denied now being offered as a boon in her darkest hours. A return to glory was in order, a craving needed to be satiated. 

“Time is fleeting young Keepers, for soon I will feast on your souls. This, I guarantee.”

Allowing herself a moment of approaching victory, she proudly snickered within the cabin’s rotting insides. She was ready to dine, to increase her strength, to add their essence to fuel her own. The fools placed themselves on the menu, and she would reap the reward. The time has come. She would need a boost of energy beyond the meager offerings within this fetid wasteland to acquire enough energy to collect her prizes, something bigger.

She licked her lips and smirked, a tickle of excitement raced down her body. It was time to hunt those she had chosen to avoid, the dominant species within this world deserved nothing less but her full unrivaled animalistic hunger and she deliciously decided they would receive it. The town on the edge of this swamp would fulfill her needs, their screams would fuel her drive to hunt the magical ones down. 

Sniffing the air; she found it had changed since dawn had burned itself into noon. A different smell beyond the stagnant rot of her surroundings, one riding the magical currents across the land became more pronounced, closer. Negative energy, spreading darkness that used the ley lines as a means of travel, rippled as it plodded along. Slow and methodical, it searched and craved. Its scent was avoidable to one such as she, its power was nothing to be denied. With closed eyes, her mind sought answers, her senses easily narrowing down the possibilities. Gasping, her eyes shot open. A Harvester, a being from her world had entered this realm, one of immense unyielding power, one that could easily seek her out among the tapestry of available magical energy.

She shuttered, the defeat sickening. Raging against this intrusion, this detour from her desires, she stomped at the dirty floor. She wanted the magical ones to herself, had claimed the youngest among them with a mind link. They were hers to feed upon not this, this moving mass of never-ending feasting.

“Curse it all!” she shrieked holding clenched fists up before spitting on the broken floor. “They should be mine to claim, mine!”

A shimmer of energy tickled her skin. Along the boundaries of reality came a slight shifting of magical power. A puff of astral smoke wafted into the cabin from the open doorway. She fired to the corner shielding herself from harm and huddled within the darkness fearing the Harvester had come to her while she had lingered on the sweet dreams of the hunt. 

“You shall have those you seek, but not today,” a voice carried with a hint of familiarity whispered from the doorway, shielded from view as her mind scrambled to place the sound with a face.

“Who dares?” she weakly croaked. “Who dares encroach upon me?” 

“A concerned party,” the voice replied casually. “A Harvester approaches as you are well aware. Your scent is alluring to it, even among the pitiful stench of your surroundings,” the voice told her. “You must escape to another locale before its arrival.” 

“Move where?” she asked the air, the stranger hidden from view. “I have not the energy for a sustained escape within this realm nor the resources to survive the planes a wanted criminal.”

“Your safety is yours to bargain with, but here, among this filth, it will be the Harvester or the Keepers who gather to seal your fate,” the voice told her. “One if not the other will find you soon enough, your life is in a state of risk, a more determined plan of action is required.”

“Who... who are you?” she asked fearing the worst; her voice cracking. “Why have you come to aide me?” 

“We are not so vastly different you and me. Our goals merely parallel at this juncture,” the voice offered. “The planes will harbor you until such time a return is in order.”

Her eyes widened with concern; her skin crawled with trepidation. “And face execution at the hands of the light bringers, I simply cannot. I am wanted for one of their deaths, I will be hunted down for my crime.”

“You will, for now. Worry not.”

Her body shook, her head denying the claim even if she couldn’t see the stranger before her. “I cannot cross the veil even if my safety was guaranteed; my energy is limited. This reality, these lands have begrudged me, I am weakened.”

A puff of multi-colored magical smoke swirled within the hunting cabin. She shrank deeper into the corner pressing herself against the seeping walls of the cabin. The smoke spun along the floorboards, the smell of magic spilling from its small gusts of energy. Darkness, light, blood, and creation invaded her nostrils with its alluring creation burning her nose with its abundance as she inhaled. It had no origin, nothing she could reference from memory, but she knew it had been created into existence by someone, something powerful.

The smoke dissipated into thin air; a small black box lay in its wake decorated with a tiny red ribbon. She stared at it unsure of what to make of it. Expecting something to exit it, she raised an arm in defense lest something springs forth and devours her weakened body. She waited, nothing happened.

“Consider the gift, if you will, to hasten your exit,” the voice explained as the box magically shook.

She extended her leg; a dirty foot touched the box’s side with a curious toe. Nothing came of it as she explored it more with her foot until she could stand it no longer. Reaching out, she nervously grabbed the box keeping her eyes on the open doorway. Sliding the red ribbon off and carefully removing its lid, she peered into the box’s contents. Inside, resting comfortably upon the purple fabric, lay three items. A small twig of rowan wood, a small vial of colored liquid, and a tiny bag of dust.

The magic streaming from the items was unquestionable. They had been enchanted, imbued with energy beyond her imagination. Tracing each item with her clawed finger, she could feel the electric charge flickering from her fingertips, the power intoxicating.

“A taste of things to come,” the voice called out appearing to grow distant, lower as if moving away. “Make haste. Let the foolish mortals handle the Harvester if they dare. If a clearing presents itself, so shall you, to reap your rewards.” The stranger’s energy dissipated, the sounds of the swampy area trickled back into motion, she was alone. 

Taking the small twig of rowan wood from the box, she sniffed it before snapping it in half. The rusty manacle around her wrist squealed out in resistance before it snapped and clamored to the floor atop its coiled chain. Finally free of it, she rubbed at her wrist and kicked at the rusted metal restraint. Whoever enchanted the twig had, within their abilities, the power to cancel out divine magic. A powerful ally, a mysterious union most beneficial.

She snatched the vial free from the box. Ripping the cork out with her teeth, she guzzled the contents. The taste of light-bringer blood slid down her throat, the savoring essence of an angel, so powerful, so magically charged with energy, so innocently sweet. She threw the vial against the wall shattering it into pieces. Her body glowed a dull white as the essence coursed through her body revitalizing her, empowering her. She could taste its life, feel the moment of glory when it died, the divine release of its hold upon the astral planes, all in fantastical exuberance inside her. It was exquisite in its delivery, even more so for the boost it provided her.

With renewed vigor, she grabbed the tiny bag of dust and headed from the open doorway. Emptying its contents into her hand, she could feel it awaiting its magical release. It was ground bones of some astral species, that she knew, the creature in question a mystery. The last of gifts, a free entrance to the other side, a welcomed addition to her plight, regardless of its origin.

“Revelare,” she spoke before blowing the dust from her open palm. The veil materialized in front of her, its red translucence shimmering. “Our day will come, Keepers. Soon, I shall return and stain this reality red with your blood. I will find you, find you all and dine, one by one, upon your souls!” she bellowed to the sky with a raised fist. Spitting at the ground, she wiped her lip. “Soon, so very soon your queen will claim this land as her kingdom, your bodies a willing sacrifice to my throne.”

She cackled like a crow and slowly entered the veil. Its magical embrace enveloped her, pulling her in and past its shining existence. Quickly fading away after receiving its traveler all that was offered, the veil returned the surrounding swampy marshland to its peaceful routine and stench.


***                                   
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DUSTY’S FEET TOUCHED down upon gray earth as she allowed her body to adjust to the world around her. Crouching, she gently touched the ground. Smooth and cool, the sand vibrated with life under energized air that hummed with static electricity. This was the astral planes, the energy soaked dimension on the other side of the veil, and it stretched out before her like an endless collage of a mesmerizing world nearly mirroring her own.

She rose and gazed outward. The planes appeared to stretch to infinity as numerous land formations peppered the landscape. Her eyes flitted to magically manifested trees, patches of grass, and areas that looked like shimmering bodies of water near mountains that rose to the heavens themselves supporting plateaus that appeared like giant tables resting comfortably atop them. Oddly out of place, dream-like in their materialization.

Above her head, levels of existence, much like the one she currently stood upon, drifted like summer clouds across the landscape forming make-shift steps into a void-less sky until they blinked from view. They blended with a sky of purple, streaked with red, dotted with orange hues. The colors swam along continuously, never blending in a rhythmic dance only they knew the steps to.

In the distance, lightning flashed. The movement of souls passing through the veil, of beings moving to and from planes of consciousness, life, and death all a bright continuous process of strikes. The afterlife, this reality's species, the souls of all that have come to pass both traveling together and traveling apart. If she focused her energy, she would see the spirits of the deceased from her world moving and shifting across the landscape in a stream of flashes.

In time they would flutter towards her, would cling to her lifeforce seeking to claim it, seeking a return to their world that death generally frowned upon. If she waited long enough, other things would also seek her out, equally deadly, swift, and hungry.  The astral planes mimicked her reality in some ways, became dangerously different in others.

The danger was real for those who stall to admire the view. Running a hand over her bald head, she realized that she had forgotten her wig and cursed her scattered brain. Maybe it was a sign of the times, maybe it was time to consider going without. Valid thoughts she would need to revisit later. For now, she needed to find Roneev, her questions needed answers.

Stepping forward, she felt a bounce to her step as if walking across the top of a trampoline. Each step a gentle push forward, a light springing action. Teleporting could be faster, but the astral planes wreaked havoc on her energy threatening to drain it away for her laziness. She couldn’t take the risk.

Heading east, she remembered it was where she had first met the demon tucked away in a small office working for the depths of hell. Although it would never be in the same place twice, heading in that direction was preferable to standing around waiting to be attacked. If she were lucky, all things cycle back. If not, she’d find herself lost and dead within the endlessness of forever.  
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Chapter 10
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Valda materialized behind a dumpster that smelled of dead bodies and burnt plastic near the Faith Memorial Mental Hospital in Bakersfield, California. She scrunched her nose up at the abysmal smell as she watched the icy sheen from her teleportation spell melt within seconds in the sun having coated it and a nearby wall.

Choosing not to crouch, she adjusted her purple silk blouse and tugged down her black skirt. Knowing she was faster than the other two, she had been tasked to magically travel the farthest. It didn’t hurt that she’d come to rescue a fire mage and, as an ice enchantress, she’d be the best to counter Akane if things decided to erode in the process.  

“Glamur forma vracha,” she spoke moving her arms down her body.

A wisp of bluish-white energy rushed forth glamouring her small frame into a tall buxom blonde complete with a lab coat and black-rimmed glasses. A chart appeared in her hand along with a large folder containing everything she needed for her little adventure. Ensuring her enchanted crystal necklace was still intact, she slid it under her shirt. Simple, effective, good to go.

“Not bad,” she pridefully said cupping her breasts. “Not bad at all.”

The four-story building was situated near a nice two-acre park nestled within the business section of town. Looking modern from the outside, white paint and sun-shaded windows only told part of the story. The inside would most likely be as common as most hospitals, she hoped. Having arrived near a service door, she patted herself on the back at having arrived in nearly the perfect spot away from norm activity.

“Seek and find the image in my mind,” she quietly chanted three times tapping the wall with her fingertips.

She splayed her hand flat against the warm concrete wall as she focused on Akane. The younger woman’s image bubbled into her mind as her power easily begin searching for the younger Keeper. The energy flowed forth as images shifted slowly at first before speeding up in flashing and sweeping motion within her mind. The interior of the hospital blurred by in visual cut scenes. The first-floor tour finished; the spell switched to the second. Akin to running through a building frantically looking at everything while crying, the images streaked by barely clear enough to figure out. As the third floor scrolled by, the fourth opened before her as her spell slowed picking up on a signal.

“Of course, always the last one, always,” she whispered. “Never fails.”

Rooms ticked by as her spell past them, most appearing empty. A male in his late 60's lay motionless in 401, a young boy rested in a dimly lit 407. People frozen in motion appeared in fast blips across her field of vision. Room 412 strobed to the forefront of her mind as her spell splashed against the doorframe before effortlessly passing through it. There, laying with eyes wild and searching, was Akane Himura.

“I just got here and I’m already on borrowed time,” she grumbled knowing that a coma patient waking up would bring a slew of nosey busybodies to the room she needed to be in. “Found you, little one, be there in a few,” she softly spoke to the wall dissipating her seeking spell and heading for the service door.

Luckily finding it unlocked, she slipped inside. The brightness of the loading and receiving area bathed everything with a harsh white glare. The walls were lined with giant shelving that contained numerous plastic-wrapped palettes of supplies, machinery, and bedding. A small table sat in the left corner, its lamp glowing down on a laptop that flickered away.

On her right, giant meter boxes, levers, and switches connected to black tubes that traveled into the ceiling. Opposite her, a stairway entry door and service elevator next to a bathroom and janitorial closet. The wide wooden door of the service elevator waited for her, patiently. She let the door close behind her.

Making a straight shot for it, she kept her eyes peeled for anything suspicious, anything liable to break her stride towards getting Akane and getting out of town. Reaching it in record time, she lifted the wooden shield cover and went to press the call button about to slip inside as a shadow approached on her left freezing her in place. 

“Can I help you?” a male voice asked. “What are you doing down here?”

She swiveled and peered into the face of an elderly man about sixty-five. He was wearing a blue jumpsuit and matching blue cap. Solid white hair waved out from the cap’s brim before trailing off and over his large and sunburned ears. The thick bubbled glasses on his head made his brown eyes appear twice as big as they reflected the overhead lighting. His yellow crooked teeth and parched lips repeated his original line.

“What are you doing down here?” he questioned.

She swung her hair off her shoulder. “Hi there, umm, Earl,” she said smiling after leaning in to read the name tag hanging from his chest pocket. “I needed a cigarette so bad. I swear, Earl, they’re trying to kill me up there. I had to sneak out the side door to grab a quick break. I have to head back up now, bye,” she said turning.

“Hold on a second,” he said. “First, this campus is smoke-free, and second, I don’t know you.”

Giving herself a chance to formulate an excuse, she dropped her fake chart and folder. “Oh heavens, my paperwork, I’m so clumsy today,” she teased hoping he would buy the hapless female gimmick.

Earl bent down to pick up her paperwork without question. Seizing the chance, she quickly unbuttoned her blouse by two and pulled the fabric just enough to highlight her cleavage. Earl stood up; his eyes almost bulging right out of their sockets as they locked on her intended points of interest. Bingo, she thought, works every time.

“I’m so sorry. I’m new here, I didn’t know,” she said feigning ignorance. “I transferred from Napa Valley State Hospital as an intern a day ago. I’m so frazzled, I didn’t even see the signs but thank you so much, Earl. Nice to meet you. I’m Dr. Belossi.” She winked and extended her hand. “They haven’t got my badge yet, apparently yesterday was the day the laminator decided to burn out. I’m lucky like that,” she giggled. 

“Doctor?” he questioned nearly stuttering. “Well, umm, ok, umm, just so you know there’s no entry down here on account of it being dangerous.” He scratched at his head. “They also have a strict no smoking policy, even if most of us don’t agree with it. As long as you don’t make it a habit, I didn’t see a thing.” He offered her a wink.

“I completely understand Earl,” she said winking back before pressing the call button on the elevator. “Don’t even worry your cute self over it and thank you for letting me know.” She turned back and smiled once more as its doors opened sending a cool blast of air filtering out across her body.

“Yeah, no problem. Take care,” he stammered still spinning from the free cleavage shot and lack of tact. “You really shouldn’t take the service elevator; they can be preachy about its misuse. The stairs are right to the left there,” he called out pointing to the stairway entrance as she entered the elevator cabin. 

Once in, she turned and smiled. “Not in heels, Earl. Not today, for sure.” She winked as the doors closed.

With the doors finally sealed, she let out a giant sigh of relief. The elevator let out a warbled ding and the lift started up. Standing against the back corner and leaning, she chewed through her decisions and future actions. If she could make it to Room 412 in time before anyone noticed Akane was awake and slightly coherent, she could easily lock the door to the room and port them both back to Florida. If, however, she had company while heading to her room, then the paperwork would have to suffice on clearing the young girl for release.

The worst-case scenario would be having to enchant the floor into a little nap while she got them both out of the hospital. She hated to spell the norms in such an uncivilized fashion, but sometimes to protect them and keep them from the mysteries and magic of the astral realms, a spell needed to be cast. A Keeper sometimes must make hard decisions.

The elevator shimmied its way past Floor 2. She felt the release of magic stirring around her. The energy increased in power and spread itself outwards becoming more pronounced, more alive. She realized Akane was probably the cause, the young woman’s awakening most likely made her magical energy flare up and become sporadic to all who could sense it. As the elevator neared Floor 3, the smell of smoke began to filter into the cabin forcing her to cover her face from its increasing intensity.

The elevator squealed and squeaked before jerking upward towards the fourth floor. A couple more feet, she thought, desperately trying to wait it out without expending any more magic for a quick fix. Coughing and fanning the smoke from her face proved fruitless. The closer to the final floor the elevator crept, the thicker and darker were the smoke plumes. Whatever was happening above was getting worse and she feared the cause.

Rattling and slowing, the elevator pulled up to floor four. She could hear the gears and pulleys whining in resistance above. The cabin’s small overhead lights flickered rapidly as the chime sounded off that she had reached her destination. This wasn’t right, she thought to herself, as a gnawing ache spread across her stomach. Flickering once more, the lights shut off completely leaving her suddenly wrapped in complete smoky darkness.


***
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THE NOISE OF THE BRONX got to Truddie Mae first as the fleeting wisps of her energy wafted away from her small frame. The city was alive and bustling as every known sound that could be heard collected into her ears atop the rooftop, a cacophony compared to the usual quietness of home.

She had touched down on the facility’s roof near a water tower and a row of air conditioning units. She instinctively crouched down to escape prying eyes from a neighboring building. It was the same spot from memory, the last place she stood after dropping Leesa off those many years ago. It was here she had a good cry over what they’d done, what they needed to do. It was here she had returned, the memories right alongside her.

The Jacobson Psychiatric Facility was a nice three-story brick and mortar situated near a community hospital. She could see its floors four through six past the roof’s edge, glimpses of the elevated subway train worming its way along the skyline, and the Pelham Parkway in the distance. She shook her head.

“Never any time to sightsee,” she mumbled. “Just once, I’d like to be able to visit and look around instead of worrying about dying.” 

Searching the rooftop, she spotted the access point by way of a solid steel gray door that stood amid a small closet located on the western end. The stairs leading down would be her ticket in, her ticket out. She needed to hurry, the sight of a small black girl running wild across the top of a building wouldn’t take long to garner attention to anyone within the area that could see up here and she didn’t need to muddle up an already complicated task. Taking a couple of breaths, she pulled a small rabbit’s femur from her pocket and darted from her hiding spot racing towards the door.

Bringing the bone to her face as she ran, she focused. “Recludam,” she said breaking the bone in half.

A small surge of purple energy fired towards the door’s handle awarding her a healthy snapping sound for her efforts. It was unlocked now, broken, but unlocked. Bone magic always had its uses, a simple break spell saves the day. At this point, she thought to herself, anything to help. 

Reaching the door, she grabbed at the handle. Pulling hard, it creaked but never budged. Panting from the quick sprint, she yanked harder on the handle irritated in its unyielding state. It gave way letting out a screech as it conceded from its stubbornness and swung open. Bits of rusted metal fluttered from the top of the doorway to the stairwell behind it. Slipping into the small doorway, she pulled the door closed behind her. Standing there, catching her breath, she took a moment to calm herself and breathe. 

The slightly cooler air rushed up to drape her sweaty skin as she looked over the metal railing. All the lights were in working order casting their yellowish hue against the gray painted concrete. Better than descending into darkness, she thought to herself. Her eyes caught movement, a small puff of smoke rolling up from the floor below and heading towards her. The scent of tobacco exhale hit her nose, she pulled back to avoid coughing.

She could hear a woman’s muffled conversation, the beep of someone’s cell phone ending a call. The smell of smoke hung near her head as she pulled a corner of her dress over her mouth and nose to guard against coughing or sneezing before edging the door behind her open with her foot. Spirals of smoke instantly jetted towards the open-air freedom filtering away like a ghost heading back to eternity. The door squeaked and clicked below; the stairway smoker having returned to her station leaving her in silence. 

“Close one old woman,” she whispered to herself thankful she hadn’t been discovered. Waving her hand down the length of her body, she spoke. “Mihi obstreperent.”

Her power flowed as smoky red plumes of magic washed away her blue pastel dress and black sandals replacing them with black clogs and teal scrubs. A white lab coat followed suit; a fake paperwork folder rounded out the ensemble. She went from Truddie Mae Watts in the body of Sophie Wilkens to adult-sized Geraldine Murphy, Doctor of Psychology. Short and stocky with the same sassy personality, Geraldine offered her an easier route to getting things done. No one bothered her, no one questioned her.

“Damn, I make this look good,” she said adjusting her clothing and admiring her body. Lifting a hand, she spoke out. “Signum meum.” Clapping once, she released the simple seek and find spell.

The familiar magical sensation tingled across her body and flowed through her. Turning her head sideways, she strained to hear if anything filtered back. Soon, a feeling of knowing, a teasing lure, pulling from an outside influence seemed to draw her attention towards the second floor, to the middle of the building, to a darkened room. She canceled the spell by shaking her hands before descending the stairs to the second floor.
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