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The Shadow Realm Chronicles:

Carillon

By Nancy Ann Creed

Characters

The Shadow King (Jonathan) - The Shadow King and ruler of all Shadows across the realm. 

Marius - He is the vampire lord who first turned Maeve. He is angry that the Shadow King betrayed him, and due to this, he loses control over Maeve. 

Elijah - A centaur that Matthew meets in the Shadow Realm. Matthew killed him during one of his quests. He made a deal with Marius in order to get his revenge on Matthew. He is now an undead minion loyal to Marius. 

Maxwell Lincoln - A homeless man turned into a vampire by Maeve, who becomes the general of her army and her most trusted friend. 

Carillon Smith - Carillon has lived in River’s End for her entire life. School teacher and the adoptive mother of Justin. She has recently discovered the existence of magic and other worlds. She is a truly caring person who sees the good in others and wants to bring that out in them. She accepts people as they are and wants to help create a warm and welcoming family for Justin and all of his family. 

Luke Smith - Town Sheriff and Justin’s adopted father.

Chance Smith - Infant son to Luke and Carillon Smith 

Justin Marks Smith - The adopted son of Carillon and Luke Smith. The biological son of Matthew and Maurelle Marks. 

Maeve Wintergreen Marks - Maeve was a loving mother to baby Alexander and a fairy. Marius turns her into a vampire and then gives her to The Shadow King as payment for an undead army. She is Hunter Marks’ wife. Maeve sacrificed herself to save her grandson Matthew and, in doing so, gained all of his darkness. 

Hunter Marks - Hunter is married to Maeve but turns on her when she becomes a vampire. In his old age, he repents and accepts Maeve. He is searching for a way to save Maeve from the darkness she took in order to save her grandson, Matthew. 

Alexander Marks - The son of Hunter and Maeve Marks. He is married to Celeste and has a son named Matthew. Alexander is a wielder of magic and is part human and part fairy. 

Celeste Marks - Alexander Marks’ wife and owner of a local diner. She is also Matthew’s mother. 

Matthew Marks - The son of Alexander and Celeste and husband of Maurelle. He is the father of Justin, Gwen, and Thomas. 

Maurelle Marks - She is a fairy and Matthew's wife. She is also the mother to Justin, Gwen, and Thomas. 

Thomas Marks - Son of Matthew and Maurelle Marks 

Gwen Marks - Daughter of Matthew and Maurelle Marks 

Julian Fairchild - The King of the Faye, who succumbed to darkness. He was once a loving father and husband and was also a compassionate king, but that all changed one day. He tried to kill his children and take their powers for himself. He was killed when he tried. 

Olivia “Libby” Booke - The wife of Julian Fairchild and Queen of the Faye. In River’s End, she is a librarian. 

Nathan Fairchild -  Maurelle’s brother 

Mary Fairchild - Mary is Nathan’s wife and Nancy’s mother. She had been presumed dead but had been a captive of Julian Fairchild for many years. 

Nancy Fairchild - She is 15 years old and the daughter of Nathan and Mary. 

Annabelle Fairchild - Maurelle’s sister 

Rose Fairchild - The youngest daughter of Julian and Olivia. She was created in the Dream Realm by Annabelle to help her keep her dreams and reality separate. She is a water fairy and looks a lot like Maurelle, except she has blue hair. Rose knows she was created and fears that she is not a real person like the rest of her family. 

William - Matthew and Maruelle’s friend, who was watching Gwen and Thomas when Julian attacked. He was stuck in time in the Dream Realm for many years. 

Michael Johnson - Carillon’s former best friend, whom she dated for a bit in high school. 

Hazel and Oscar Davis - Lily’s parents 

Phelan and Aliza Cunningham - Roger’s parents. 

Addie - Annabelle’s daughter from the Dream Realm. She is a fairy with pink hair. 

Sebastian - Annabelle’s husband from the Dream Realm. 

James Nerida, Roger Cunningham, Lily Davis, and Samantha Clarke - friends of Nancy and Justin
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​Chapter 1 Carillon
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Carillon’s head was spinning, a dizzying whirl of impossible realities converging on her quiet, ordinary life. So much had happened lately, and the sheer volume of it was starting to make her feel like she was losing her grip on sanity. Just weeks ago, magic was a thing of fairy tales and children’s books. Now, she knew with terrifying certainty that it was real, a potent, pervasive force woven into the fabric of her world.

This revelation had been immediately followed by the discovery that her quaint town was a clandestine hub for magical people—a hidden community that moved among the non-magical, living vibrant, secret lives. Yet, despite being privy to their secret, Carillon felt utterly peripheral. She was an outsider, perpetually looking into this wonderful, terrifying world that everyone else—her family, her neighbors, even her son—seemed to be a part of, except her. The sense of isolation was profound, leaving her with a hollow ache of inadequacy.

And it wasn’t just the magic itself, but the attendant, bone-deep danger that accompanied it. Her son, Justin, was now in constant, existential peril. She could finally understand the decades of silence, the carefully constructed walls of normalcy. Perhaps they had hidden the truth from her for so long because they knew she lacked the tools to protect him. The dangers had manifested swiftly and brutally. First, it was the staggering truth about his lineage: his great-grandmother, Maeve, was a powerful vampire, the reigning Queen of the Shadow Realm—a dark, treacherous place Carillon had only just learned existed.

The shock of Maeve's identity was barely absorbed when Justin's birth parents returned, an event that had turned Carillon’s world completely upside down, introducing new layers of complexity and risk. She was genuinely happy for Justin to have found them, counting their reunion as a true blessing. However, this joy was inextricably linked to a fresh wave of danger. Justin’s own grandfather—the father of his returned birth parents—had recently attempted to murder Justin and his own children.

The realization hit Carillon with the force of a physical blow: How was she supposed to keep Justin safe if she didn’t possess any magic herself? She had always been capable, confident, and resourceful. Never before had she felt so utterly inadequate, so useless in the face of a true crisis. Every instinct screamed for her to shield him, but she lacked the fundamental power required to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with her magical family. She couldn't seem to help them all, and the burden of her own helplessness was crushing.

Then, just when the chaos of these familial and magical revelations seemed to reach a fragile equilibrium, the external world delivered another violent, inexplicable shock. Icy, panicked fear spiked through her when a centaur—a mythological creature rendered terrifyingly real—burst onto the scene, not as a curiosity, but as a violent aggressor, kidnapping people from the streets. The world held its breath, and then, without warning, the sky above their town, their refuge, turned an unnatural, suffocating black. It was a darkness not of night, but of deep, cosmic malice, signaling that the worst, somehow, was still yet to come.

Earlier that day

When they finally stumbled through the swirling, disorienting colors of the portal, Maurelle, Will, and the others found themselves not in the familiar, comforting lights of their town, but deep within the cool, quiet embrace of the woods bordering River's End. The air was fresh with the scent of pine and damp earth, a stark contrast to the ethereal, sometimes terrifying, atmosphere of the Dream Realm. They had only a short trek to make before the trees would give way to the paved streets and the cozy lights of the town center, where, they hoped, a weary but welcoming crowd would be waiting. Maurelle, ever the pragmatist, was relieved to find her smartphone still functional. Its familiar weight in her hand was a tangible link to the reality she had fought so hard to reclaim. She immediately dialed Celeste, her voice thick with exhaustion and relief as she confirmed their safe return, requesting that everyone gather at the local diner—the natural hub for any major community event in River’s End.

Olivia, though physically present, felt a universe away from the joy and relief radiating off the others. The reunion with her children loomed ahead, an insurmountable task. How could she bridge the chasm of their separation, explain the impossible, and justify the choices she had made? She knew the town's scrutiny would follow, and she would have to face the music, telling the complex, painful story of her past and her departure. But for this moment, all thought was eclipsed by a crushing, silent grief for the man she had loved and lost—a man who had become a monster.

"I should have seen the signs, the cracks in his façade," she chastised herself internally, her mind replaying countless memories through a new, darker lens. "But my only focus was protecting Gwen and Tommy, and then... then I simply walked away from him. I abandoned him." A deep, yearning ache settled in her chest. "I wish there was some way, any way, to undo the pain I caused, to make everything right again."

In stark contrast, Rose was practically vibrating with exhilaration. The journey through the portal had been an act of faith. She had gripped Will's hand like a lifeline, squeezed her eyes shut, and whispered a desperate, heartfelt prayer. When they emerged, Will’s gentle voice broke through her apprehension.

"Rose, open your eyes," he said, his smile a beacon of reassurance.

Rose slowly blinked, then gasped as the familiar world swam into focus. Her first, instinctive reaction was to check her own physical form—to clutch at her hands, half-expecting to find them transparent or dissolving into mist.

"I made it! I'm real!" she shrieked, a tidal wave of relief washing over her. She spun around exuberantly, a blur of motion, before crashing into Will's embrace.

"I knew you would," Will whispered, holding her tightly, his heart swelling with a fierce protectiveness.

Annabelle, however, remained subdued, the weight of a monumental secret pressing down on her. The time for revelation was fast approaching. She knew she had to tell Rose the truth of her existence, a secret too profound to hold. How do you tell someone that you brought them into being? She dreaded the fallout—the shock, the anger, or, worst of all, the deep, paralyzing depression that might shatter the spirited Rose.

Yet, a more personal, terrifying realization gripped her. The life she had lived and loved in the Dream Realm—the friendships, the experiences, the feelings—it was all, in a terrible sense, ephemeral. A dream. Did I truly abandon Addie there, utterly alone? She fought the thought, desperately clinging to the rationalization: No, Addie was a creation, an echo. Just a dream. Nothing more than a dream.

The sheer fact that they had all returned home, intact and safe, seemed a minor miracle to Rose. "See? I told you, Will," she said, leaning against him as they walked, a shared wave of exhaustion settling over them. "I told you everything would work out."

They made their way to Celeste’s Diner, the local gathering place. The moment they stepped inside, they were engulfed in the warm chaos of reunion. A call was immediately placed to Alexander and Celeste Marks, Matthew’s parents, who were caring for the younger children, Gwen and Thomas.

Celeste, in turn, contacted Luke and Carillon, Justin’s adoptive parents, who were overwhelmed with relief that their son was home. Most of the other children who had been involved in the perilous journey had already been reunited with their families. Many were grounded, having received intense, necessary lectures about the sheer recklessness of leaving without permission, a dangerous and foolish act.

Luke and Carillon, while frustrated by Justin’s disobedience, understood the compulsion that drove him. He had been desperate to find his missing brother and sister. Yet, the danger that had followed them—the very real, elemental threats—was something Carillon was only just beginning to comprehend. For now, all that mattered was that Justin was home, safe. Safety, they unanimously agreed, was the only priority.

The diner soon became a sanctuary, filled with a nervous, yet hopeful, energy. Most of Justin’s friends had departed with their relieved families, leaving only Nancy and Justin, who were still awaiting their own parents. They occupied a worn, red-vinyl booth, their anxiety a palpable presence. Celeste, the ever-attentive hostess, tried to tempt them with food, but their appetites were gone, consumed by worry. They couldn’t truly relax until they had seen their parents, until the phone call had been replaced by a physical presence that eased the deep-seated fear.

“I’m too nervous to even look at a menu,” Nancy confessed to Justin, her hands clasped tightly. "I still don't understand why Dad was with them. We didn't see him at the house when we checked."

"I didn't see him either," Justin admitted, rubbing his temple. "I wonder how he even knew to join them. But listen, Nancy, Celeste said everyone is coming back. It’s okay. He'll be here any minute." He offered a strained, comforting smile to his cousin.

In the adjacent booth, Luke and Carillon sat with their young son, Chase. They were there to offer silent support to Justin, but their faces betrayed their deeper anxieties. They worried about Justin’s relentless pull toward danger and the supernatural world. His trip to the Dream Realm had been a massive transgression, yet they knew, with a sinking certainty, that keeping him away from such things would be a constant, difficult battle.

Chase, now a sturdy two-year-old, was beyond the age of pureed food, but in the tense atmosphere, they simply offered him a sippy cup. He held it firmly in his little, chubby hands, his attention fixed on a colorful wooden puzzle set on his highchair tray, blissfully unaware of the drama unfolding around him.

Celeste, usually the bustling owner of a thriving business, had closed the diner's doors to the public for this private family gathering. She moved through the room, a whirlwind of nervous energy, ensuring everyone had drinks and was offered food. It was her coping mechanism—the only way she knew to keep her mind from circling back to her own son and the others who were still unaccounted for. She had to keep moving, keep busy.

Alexander, Matthew’s father, was patiently sitting with his grandchildren, distracting them with stories and gentle games. When Celeste passed, he looked up, a soft expression in his eyes. "Honey," he said, reaching for her hand, "they called. They are on their way here right now. We know they are fine. Please, try to relax. We will see them very soon."

The moment the diner door swung open, a collective gasp went through the room, followed by an explosion of sound. Everyone leaped up. Maurelle and Matthew were instantly enveloped in a crushing hug by Celeste and Alexander, who then gently steered them toward their children.

Gwen and Tommy, with the single-minded focus of children, launched themselves at their parents, screaming, “Momma! Dadda!” They possessed only a vague, innocent understanding that their parents had been missing, not the terrifying truth of where they had been.

Maurelle dropped to her knees, opening her arms wide as her children tumbled into her. She had no need for words; the simple, overwhelming need to hold them, to feel their small bodies against hers, was her only language. Matthew stood beside her, a tearful smile on his face, before bending down to scoop up Tommy.

“Who's a hungry little man?” he asked, hoisting the boy onto his hip and walking toward the communal table.

"Thank goodness you're back," Alexander said, clapping his son on the shoulder. "I don't think your mother could have found anything else in this diner to clean."

Matthew looked over at his mother, who was already wiping down a perfectly clean counter, and chuckled, recognizing her signature nervous habit.

Olivia remained by the back wall, a solitary figure watching the heartwarming scene unfold. She was acutely aware of the glances directed her way, the unspoken questions: Why is she here? Why is she with them?

Annabelle and Rose also watched, a complex mix of emotions playing across their faces. Rose, however, was anchored by a single, pressing need. She took Annabelle firmly by the arm, the weight of her own secret—her own awareness—giving her the necessary resolve. “We need to talk. Now.”

Annabelle nodded, a wave of resignation washing over her. She understood. Even though she didn’t know Rose was aware of her true origins, she knew what her sister required.

Will instinctively started to follow Rose, but Matthew caught his eye. “Come on, Will,” he said, a genuine warmth in his voice. “You’re part of the family, too.”

The two men joined the rest of the group at the large table Celeste had formed by pushing the smaller booths together.

Nancy, her heart pounding with a mixture of fear and relief, dashed to her father and threw her arms around him, burying her face in his shoulder.

“I didn’t know you were gone,” she mumbled, pulling back to look at him. “Where were you? We went to the house, and you weren't there.” The relief that he was actually standing there, solid and safe, was overwhelming.

Then, a sudden movement in the doorway caught her eye. Mary stood there, Nathan at her side, tears streaming down her face. Nancy stared, the image flickering as if her mind couldn't quite accept the reality. Mary didn't speak, but gently reached out a trembling hand to cup Nancy's cheek.

“You are so beautiful,” Mary finally managed, her voice cracking with raw emotion. After so long, to be home, to be with her family, felt like a sacred, impossible dream fulfilled.

Nancy burst into tears, her composure finally shattering. She wrapped her arms around her mother, and they simply held each other, the depth of their bond—a shared magic, a profound connection—communicating everything words could not.

“I knew,” Nancy choked out. “I always just knew you would come back.” She had held onto that conviction, that powerful, instinctual belief that her mother was alive, and now, that faith had been rewarded.

Matthew, even amidst the joy of reunion, felt an urgent need to speak with his father. The threat they had just narrowly escaped was still very real. He needed to warn Alexander about the man who had stolen the elemental powers. He hoped his father, with his deep knowledge of their family’s history, might have a clue to the man’s identity. While the rest of the family settled in to eat, Alexander and Matthew stepped outside into the quiet evening air.

“I’m proud of you, son,” Alexander said, placing a heavy hand on Matthew’s shoulder. “You brought your family back. You kept everyone safe. You did well.”

Those were the words Matthew had been longing to hear for years. He had carried the heavy burden of his past, feeling like a failure ever since the darkness had been stripped from him. He constantly cursed the terrible things he had done when he possessed that power, believing there was no atonement possible.

“I can tell there’s something else weighing on you,” Alexander observed, his expression turning serious. “Tell me. What happened out there?”

Matthew recounted the entire ordeal: the history with Julian, the nature of the elemental powers, the dark corruption Julian had suffered, and the ultimate act—the theft of the combined magic by an unknown figure.

“Do you have any idea who this man could be?” Alexander asked, his brow furrowed with concern.

“I truly don’t know,” Matthew admitted, shaking his head. “There are clearly more threats lurking out there than we ever realized. For example, who was behind Julian’s curse in the first place? And what was their ultimate objective?”

“I think that man—the thief—is the one who cursed him,” Matthew theorized, the pieces clicking into place. “He was waiting in the shadows, orchestrating all of it. Maybe he planned this from the very beginning: to manipulate Julian into pulling all the power out of his children, only to steal it for himself in the end.”

“That logic holds up,” Alexander conceded, his gaze distant as he absorbed the gravity of the situation. “Now, we have to figure out who this man is and pray that he doesn’t follow us here.”

As they spoke, entirely consumed by their conversation, neither man noticed the nascent portal beginning to form directly in the street behind them. The wind began to swirl—slowly at first, then with increasing violence—as the opening expanded, taking on the ominous, churning appearance of a massive whirlpool.

Alexander’s eyes widened as the wind suddenly intensified, ripping at his coat. He grabbed his son. “Hold on!” he roared over the sudden gale.

Inside the diner, Maurelle was sitting with her children when she heard her father-in-law’s frantic shout. She spun around. Outside, the sky had abruptly darkened, and the windows rattled under the force of the wind. She scrambled to her feet and rushed to the front door, but the wind pressure held it sealed shut. She pushed with all her strength, but it wouldn't budge. “Matthew!” she screamed, her voice a desperate, thin sound against the roar. She ran to the window, pounding on the glass, trying to pierce the deafening clamor of the wind, but it was useless.

A dark, imposing figure materialized within the churning vortex of the wind. He was walking toward the two men, who were struggling to stay anchored, fighting the pull that threatened to drag them into the growing portal. As the figure drew nearer, Matthew gasped in recognition. It was Elijah, the centaur he had encountered—and killed—in the maze. “Elijah?” he questioned, disbelief and horror flooding his voice.

Elijah offered a chilling, satisfied smile. “Ah, you do remember me. Good. Good. Then you understand precisely why I have come.”

“But you’re dead,” Matthew stammered, clinging to his father. “I killed you.” The memory brought a renewed surge of guilt for the monstrous things he had done while consumed by darkness. “I wasn’t myself then. I am truly sorry for that.”

“Hmm, a little late for apologies, don’t you think?” Elijah sneered, his smile widening into something predatory. “My master requires the two of you to be removed from the equation. We need to take over this pathetic town, and my master will finally reclaim what your family stole from him long ago.”

Alexander, struggling against the wind, demanded, “Who is your master, and what exactly does he want?”

“My master is Marius,” Elijah announced, a flicker of dark pride in his eyes as his canines seemed to elongate. “And he wants Maeve back. And he will have her, along with the other one.”

“The other one? Who are you talking about? You will never lay a hand on my mother!” Alexander was instantly galvanized by a primal, protective fury. He knew his mother, Maeve, possessed an ancient, volatile darkness, and he knew his father, Hunter, was desperately searching for a way to save her. But Marius would never take her again.

“The Pure One will be his bride, and Maeve will be his once more,” Elijah shrieked, the winds intensifying to a deafening roar, finally wrenching both men from their footing and dragging them toward the roaring maw of the portal.

Matthew and Alexander were pulled into the dark heart of the vortex and vanished, swallowed by the swirling void.——-The town of River’s End had always been a study in quiet, almost unnerving predictability. It nestled comfortably beside a small harbor, a narrow river meandering through its center, bisected by an old, unassuming bridge. The town rarely saw visitors; a long, desolate, unpaved road served as the uninviting gateway to the small hamlet.

People left River’s End—they always did—but they always returned. No one could truly articulate the reason for this magnetic pull, only that wherever they went, a profound sense of incompleteness settled over them, drawing them back to the cozy, strange confines of home.

The morning in River’s End typically unfolded with the same gentle rhythm: children rushing to school, shop owners unlocking their doors, and residents stopping at the local diner for their morning coffee and the paper. The evening mirrored this routine: people returning from work, a brief stop at the diner for a meal or a coffee before settling in for the night. In this peculiar little town, no one ever expected change.

The town’s supernatural population, while significant, was a discreet one. They kept largely to themselves, ensuring that the ordinary residents remained blissfully unaware of the bizarre, magical undercurrents pulsing beneath the surface of their quiet lives.

River's End was undeniably beautiful, but beneath that picturesque facade, a formidable, ancient darkness was stirring. No one was prepared for it. They had believed their struggle was over; they had defeated Julian, and peace felt like a hard-won certainty. But there was one vital, terrifying truth they had failed to grasp—the depth of the forces arrayed against them.

That truth only became undeniable when the encroaching darkness arrived and ruthlessly blotted out every last vestige of light.
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​Chapter 2 At the Diner
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Luke stayed at the diner all night, the strange, jagged hole in the center of their small town demanding his full attention. As the sheriff, the immediate concern was public safety. He had directed his limited crew to put up robust caution tape and several strategically placed roadblocks to prevent anyone from accidentally falling into the terrifying fissure. He then assigned Officer Michael Johnson to watch over the site, the one man he trusted to handle the gravity of the situation while he dealt with the gathering of allies at the diner.

A small, persistent knot of unease tightened in Luke's chest whenever he looked at Michael. He knew the officer had once dated Carillon. But time, and their shared, harrowing journey through supernatural secrets, had solidified Luke's faith in his wife. Carillon was fiercely devoted to him; the thought of her wanting to be with anyone else was an absurdity he no longer entertained. Still, a shadow of self-doubt often crept in. Luke frequently wondered what profound quality Carillon saw in him—a man now fully aware of his own complicated, often dangerous, supernatural nature. Objectively, Michael seemed like the safer, simpler choice. Yet, Carillon had chosen him, and the depths of that decision remained an enduring mystery to Luke.

“Johnson, keep people away from here. And call me if anything, and I mean anything, happens.” Luke’s voice was firm, and he nodded, pulling his hat low over his eyes before turning toward the warm glow of the diner.

“What sort of things could happen, Sheriff?” the officer asked, his hand resting near his sidearm as Luke reached the diner door.

Luke paused, the air thick with unspoken dread. “I don’t really know, Michael. If anyone comes out of it—crawls out, floats out, whatever—you tell me immediately. I don’t want to lose anyone else in this town to this madness.” Luke had no blueprint for what was coming, but he was certain it would bring ruin.

Michael’s expression grew serious. “I heard what that creature said. The centaur. He said he’d have the Pure One. You know who he was talking about, don’t you, Sheriff?” The question was rhetorical; the painful certainty was etched on Michael’s face.

Luke let out a heavy sigh, the sound more of a physical weight being shed than a breath. He knew, with a sickening certainty that resonated deep within his soul, that the creature—Marius—was speaking of Carillon. The moment the centaur had uttered the words, Luke had felt a chill of absolute confirmation. A dark being like Marius would naturally covet someone as radiant and good as Carillon, seeking to corrupt her purity. “I think so,” he admitted, though every instinct screamed at him to deny the terrifying possibility. It was a reality he wasn't prepared to face, especially since he believed only a select few in their inner circle were even aware of the magical forces at play. Now, he wondered how many people, like Michael, were already privy to their secrets.

“Keep her safe, Luke.” The plea was raw, edged with a visible pain in Michael’s eyes. I should be the one protecting her, Michael thought, the familiar ache of regret washing over him. But she was, and always will be, too good for me.

Luke walked back to the officer, placing a comforting, steadying hand on his shoulder. “Michael, I know how much you care about her. Please know that I will do everything within my power, and beyond it, to protect her.”

“I know you will,” Michael replied, his eyes fixed on the ominously dark hole. “But I’ve seen enough in this town now to know that you can’t keep this hidden anymore. The magic—it’s bubbling up, Luke. Everyone will know it soon enough. I mean, a freaking centaur in the middle of Main Street? Look, I made mistakes when Carillon and I were together, terrible mistakes, but that doesn’t mean I stopped loving her. Losing her was my punishment, and I live with it every day.”

Luke didn't have a ready answer for that devastating honesty. He rubbed the stubble on his jaw, Michael’s words echoing in his mind. Carillon had told him Michael was her first and only boyfriend, but she had always been vague about the specifics of their breakup. Was Michael hinting at something more profound, something darker, than a simple relationship fading? What had he done to truly lose her?

With a final, uncertain nod, Luke turned and walked away, leaving Michael to his vigil. As he made his way back to the diner, the question of Michael’s untold secrets was a new, unwelcome anxiety added to his already overwhelming burden.

He stepped inside the diner. The scene was one of grim determination. Many of those he considered close family and friends were already gathered, their voices low, talking strategy, and preparing for the inevitable conflict. Luke quickly scanned the room, noticing Maurelle’s absence, but understood. Her focus would be, and should be, on her husband’s disappearance and caring for the young children she and Matthew had just recovered. Thomas and Gwen had been missing for so long, and their reunion with Matthew and Maurelle had been tragically brief, their family torn apart once more. Luke felt a sharp pang of sorrow for his friends, but he ruthlessly pushed the emotion aside. Their immediate, singular focus had to be protecting Carillon and the town from the evil that had just erupted onto their streets.

Luke pulled up a chair at a booth and joined the others. They were systematically reviewing the night’s traumatic events and discussing defensive measures. Luke listened intently, then shared the sparse but vital information he had about Marius and the nature of the portal. As the conversation continued, his mind raced, synthesizing every word. The danger was immense, yet the strength and resolve radiating from his allies were equally potent. He had an unshakeable faith in their collective power to save the town and, most importantly, Carillon.

“Good morning,” he said, approaching the counter where Carillon and Celeste were sitting. Celeste, who had been up late helping Maurelle with the traumatized children, looked utterly exhausted but was present and ready. “Where is everyone?” he asked, seeing only the two women.

“Luke,” Carillon said gently, taking his hand in hers. “It’s four o’clock in the morning.”

Luke glanced at the large, institutional clock on the wall. She was right. It was painfully early, but time was a luxury they didn’t possess. They needed to move, to be prepared for every horrifying scenario Marius might devise.

“Well, then it’s a great time to get started,” he declared, pulling up a stool. “We’ll need continuous watch over that hole, and we’ll need to finalize a comprehensive plan to protect the town’s most vulnerable spots.”

Carillon nodded, her eyes wide with resolve. “I’ll help in any way I can, Luke.”

“We’ll all help,” Celeste affirmed, her voice weary but firm. “We’ll get through this together, just like we always do.”

Luke managed a small, hopeful smile. He knew they would. They were a formidable, interconnected team, and they would commit any sacrifice necessary to protect their home. “We should probably go over and check on Maurelle soon.”

“I am sure her hands are full,” Celeste said. “I mean, I can help watch the kids while you all figure out whatever spectacular magical things you’re going to do.” Her tone held a hint of self-deprecation, a civilian offering non-magical support.

Carillon sipped her coffee, the heat a minor comfort as she mentally calculated their numbers. She looked as drawn and tired as Celeste. “Nathan should be here, Luke. And I think Libby is with her girls.” Her girls—the phrase felt deeply strange on her tongue. Libby, her friend for so long, had been hiding an entire, complex family life. It wasn't a betrayal, but the result of a powerful magical spell that had stolen Libby’s memories. It was a dizzying thought: Libby wasn't just a mother, but a grandmother, and in truth, she was Queen Olivia, an identity even more difficult to reconcile than her motherhood.

“We all need to be here, Carillon, to put our minds together and figure out how we’re going to face this threat,” Luke said, settling in next to his wife. “I know almost nothing about Marius. Mr. Marks seems to be the only one with any true knowledge of him.”

“I’ll go find Nathan,” Carillon volunteered, her chair scraping back. “And I’ll send someone immediately to get Libby. Then, once you bring Maurelle, we can all meet back here. I’ll watch the children while you talk.” She forced a bright, functional smile, masking the frustration of knowing she was out of her depth in strategic magical planning. But unity was paramount. They were the only force capable of standing against Marius's evil.

She stood and walked purposefully out of the diner, the early morning air crisp and cold against her skin. The list of tasks ahead was daunting, but she knew she could, and must, do it. She had to—for her town, for her family, and for the safety of her dearest friends. 
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​Chapter 3 Maurelle
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Maurelle’s Tree House

I did not sleep well that night. My tree house, usually a sanctuary of peace, now felt like a cage of anxiety. It was my first night truly home since the harrowing journey back from the Dream Realm, and it was supposed to be a time of celebration, a time to simply be with my children, all under one roof. Instead, a gaping hole of worry consumed me: Matthew was missing. The suddenness of his disappearance, the terrifying way he and his father were swallowed by the earth, kept replaying in my mind. And Elijah... I knew of the sinister seer, but why was he now a pawn for Marius? The thought sent a cold shiver down my spine.

All of these worries, a swirling vortex of fear and unanswered questions, kept me up most of the night. Thankfully, Justin, ever the thoughtful older brother, had stayed with us. His presence was an anchor, an amazing help in a time of chaos. I knew he needed this time, too—time to reconnect with Gwen and Tommy. A small, bittersweet laugh escaped me as I looked at them. How was it even possible that my youngest child, Gwen, was now, chronologically, my oldest? The world, I mused, is indeed full of unsettling mysteries and strange reversals.

Every instinct screamed for me to rush back to Celeste's Diner, to continue the frantic, futile search for Matthew and Alexander. But Gwen and Tommy, those two innocent little lights, needed me more. They needed a semblance of normal, a mother's embrace.

Putting them to sleep was surprisingly easy. Justin, with a calm, steady voice that belied the recent trauma, told them a comforting story. Tommy nestled securely in his brother’s strong arms, his eyes drooping, while Gwen drifted off, her small head heavy in mine. Of course, they had asked the question that pierced my heart: Where is Daddy? I couldn't bring myself to tell them the truth, the terrifying, unknown truth, so I simply reassured them that he would be back. Justin, however, carried the full weight of the reality. He knew the devastating truth: we had no idea where Matthew had gone, or if we would ever see him—or his grandfather, Alexander—again.

It was a small mercy that they had started sleeping through the night again. That milestone had been achieved so many years ago, before the cataclysm. Before Julian, my own father, had attacked my family. My magic, powerful and desperate, had saved Gwen and Tommy, but at a terrible cost: they were frozen in the Dream Realm, timeless, ageless, for what felt like an eternity, along with Will, one of Matthew and my dearest friends.

The tree house was full now, a sanctuary for others, too. Rose and Will, along with Annabelle, were sleeping under my roof. Where else would they go? Annabelle and Will, like my children, had been prisoners of the Dream Realm for years. Rose, my younger sister, had endured a different kind of imprisonment, stuck in thrall to our father. A profound, aching guilt settled over me when I thought of Rose. She had been under his control for so long. Yet, I remembered a time before her, a time when I was an only child, and I often wondered when exactly she had become part of our family. There was something subtly different about her, a quiet, unknowable quality, and I couldn't quite place what it was.

I should have gotten her out when I had the chance. She is my little sister. I should have protected her, I chastised myself, the thought a sharp, internal whisper.

Annabelle was the first to leave that morning. I found her note on the kitchen table when I finally sat down, needing the bitter warmth of coffee to shake off the night’s anxieties. The note was simple, almost cryptic: she had gone for a walk. Why? With so much chaos, so many mysteries, and so much danger swirling around us, why would she choose to be alone? Wouldn't she want to stay and help?

But Annabelle’s odd timing was soon eclipsed by far more pressing concerns. My mind raced with worry about who exactly I had allowed into the house, and more importantly, who was coming next. I need to start thinking of spells to protect the house from whatever is coming, I realized with a jolt of urgency. I had spent most of the sleepless night trying to decode Elijah's cryptic warning. Dark days were coming, he had said, and I needed to prepare my children, to armor them against the coming storm. How, in a world where the very ground could open up and swallow your loved ones, could I truly protect them? I began to pace the floor, the memory of Elijah’s words spurring my anxiety.

A silent, internal scream tore through me as I re-visualized the horror of Alexander and Matthew being pulled under. Elijah's prophetic words echoed in my head, a terrifying mantra: “The Pure One will be his bride, and Maeve will be his once again.” Who was this "Pure One"?

No one truly understood what Elijah meant, only that the ancient, malevolent force of Marius had returned. We all knew his primary goal was Maeve, but the identity of this 'pure person,' and why Marius coveted her so desperately, remained a chilling puzzle. We all had to be careful now, but not just because of Marius's return. An undeniable, pervasive change had settled over River's End, a shift in the very fabric of reality that we all felt.

In River's End, some residents possessed knowledge of magic, but the majority were happily ignorant. This quiet town had long been a secret haven for those with powers, a place where we could live discreetly, our gifts hidden. That time was over. There was no way to cover up the apocalyptic hole that had ripped open in the middle of the street in front of Celeste’s Diner. And how in all the nine realms could anyone explain away Mr. Marks and his son, Matthew, being dragged into the abyss by a centaur? A centaur! The sheer absurdity was staggering.

We all knew that the time for secrecy was over. We were forced to face the inevitable: we had to explain magic to the town and, perhaps more immediately, figure out a plan to protect everyone. If news of this event spread, River's End would be overrun with curious, perhaps hostile, people. We had to find a way to shield the town and keep our residents safe.

As this monumental task weighed on my mind, a knock sounded at the door. I was the only one awake; it was still early, though I knew the others would be stirring soon, and Gwen and Tommy would be up, their boundless energy running wild.

Still in my pajamas, I opened the door to find Sheriff Luke Smith standing on the stoop. “Luke? Is everything okay? Did you find them? Anything?” I knew it was a desperate question, but I had to ask.

“No,” he said, removing his hat and holding it loosely in his hands. His expression was heavy with defeat. He had no news to report, but he knew they all needed to converge, to pool their knowledge and come up with a strategy.

I simply nodded, stepping aside to let him enter. “Thank you,” he said, his face grim as he walked past me, his mind clearly focused on the danger, and on his wife, Carillon, and how she was connected to this terrifying unfolding reality.

Just as Luke entered, Rose and Will descended the stairs. They were still so new to town, barely having time to acclimate, and didn't know who Luke was, recognizing him only from a fleeting glimpse at the diner the night before.

Luke offered them a polite, professional nod. “I know you two are new to town. My name is Luke Smith, and I’m the sheriff. We need to talk to all of you, if you have the time.”

Justin then appeared, holding his little sister Gwen’s hand, his eyes immediately locking onto his father. “Hey, Dad,” he said, his voice laced with hope. “Any news?”

“No, not yet,” Luke repeated, the truth a heavy burden. “But I’m hoping that by working together, all of us, we can find out what’s going on.”

Rose and William exchanged a quick, meaningful glance, then looked back at the sheriff. “Of course,” Rose said, her voice firm. “We’ll do whatever we can to help.”

“Thank you,” Luke said, a brief flicker of relief crossing his face. “I knew I could count on you.”

I retreated to the kitchen, unconsciously biting my nails. Being away from the tree house for so long had left my pantry barren. I looked around the small kitchen, trying desperately to concoct something for breakfast.

There was a forlorn loaf of bread on the counter, but the vital components—milk and eggs—were missing. A few bananas lay in the fruit bowl, but that was the extent of my meager supplies.

I sighed, the worry deepening. I hated the thought of disappointing my guests, but I was utterly lost for ideas.

Luke followed me into the kitchen. “Maurelle,” he said softly, walking over to me. “I know you have a lot to deal with right now. Carillon said she would be happy to help watch the kids. We’re all going to meet at the diner and try to come up with a plan.” He watched me open the refrigerator, my eyes scanning the sad emptiness inside.

“Thanks,” I said, closing the door and leaning against it. “I appreciate that. I’m really not sure what I was going to do with them all day.”

“Don’t worry,” he reassured me. “They’ll be fine. Carillon loves kids, and she’s very good with them.”

“I know,” I said, my hesitancy clear. “I just feel bad leaving them with her. She’s still a stranger to them.”

“Maurelle, I know her the best out of anyone in this town,” he said, his tone earnest. “And I am not just saying that because she is my wife. The kids will be fine with her. She’ll take good care of them.”

I nodded, acknowledging the truth of his words. “I know, and it’s nothing against her. It’s just hard to leave the kids with anyone right now. But I’m sure they will love her. We will all meet you at the diner, though my sister Annabelle is not here. She went for a walk and hasn’t come back yet.”

“That’s odd.” He paused, considering the implications of her disappearance in light of everything else.

“Yes, it is, but the rest of us will meet you there,” I confirmed, looking pointedly at Rose and Will, who were listening intently. They had to be there; they were part of this now.

“Great,” he said, a renewed sense of purpose in his voice. “I’ll see you there.”

He turned and walked away, and I watched him go. A small knot of maternal worry still tightened in my stomach about leaving my children with Carillon, but I knew Luke was right. Carillon was a genuinely good person, and she would protect them. I wouldn't leave my kids with just anyone, but Carillon was amazing. The two of us had even started to build a friendship. Beyond that, she was the woman who had raised Justin—a testament to her character—as Justin had turned out to be an amazing young man.

I took a deep breath and finally turned back to the refrigerator, determination setting my jaw. I had a lot to do before meeting Luke at the diner, but I knew I would be able to handle it. I had to, for the sake of my kids, for the sake of us all.
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Chapter 4 Alexander and Matthew
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Years ago

Maurelle’s world dissolved into a cacophony of sound and darkness. One moment, the warmth of the sun and the familiar presence of her father were real, surrounding her as they spoke outside their house. The next, a violent, sickening lurch—a powerful, irresistible gravity—pulled her into a void. The air whipped past her, a cold, desperate gale. She screamed, a primal sound swallowed instantly by the rushing blackness. She fought, clawing at the non-existent edges of the collapsing space, desperate to anchor herself, but the pull of the hole was absolute, consuming. She cried out her father's name, then Maurelle again, a heartbreaking plea for the other girl, the one who wasn't her, but there was nothing—only the void.

The sensation of falling was endless, terrifying. She squeezed her eyes shut, her body tensing, every muscle bracing for the inevitable, shattering impact. Yet, when her body finally slammed onto solid ground, the shock never came. She felt nothing. Confused and trembling, she cautiously opened her eyes. She found herself lying on a bed of strange, springy moss under a sky of an impossible, deep violet hue. The trees were sculptural and alien, their leaves iridescent, their trunks twisted into shapes she'd never seen. Every vista, every detail, was utterly unfamiliar.

Driven by a desperate need for answers, she pushed herself up and began to walk. The silence was unnerving, broken only by the crunch of her steps on the strange ground. She hoped to find a road, a house, a soul who could offer help, but the landscape remained empty. With every lonely step, the crushing realization dawned: she was alone. Completely, terrifyingly alone.

Panic, cold and sharp, seized her heart. She was lost in a place that defied all logic, and the way home felt like a memory of a distant dream. She opened her mouth and screamed for help, again and again, until her throat was raw, but the silence remained unbroken. Finally, her strength gave out. Exhausted, utterly overwhelmed, and paralyzed by fear, she collapsed onto the ground, sobbing until darkness claimed her.

When she woke, the fear was still a heavy cloak around her shoulders. Her first thought was of her father. Where was he? A dull, throbbing pain radiated from her temple, a clear sign she had struck her head during the fall. She lay in the middle of a vast, unfamiliar field, the strange purple light of the sky casting long, unsettling shadows. “Where am I?” she whispered, the question hanging heavy and unanswered in the silent air.——-A little farther across the same field, Alexander was stirring. He sat up, his body protesting the rough landing with aches and stiffness that only age could truly own. A familiar, beloved voice cut through the fog in his mind. “Matthew?” he called out, his voice raspy. The memory of the fall flooded back—the street splitting open, the rush of the vortex, and the sickening sight of him and his son being sucked down into the chasm. He climbed to his feet, wincing as his knees complained. He was a man of magic and wisdom, but he was certainly no longer young.

He scanned the horizon, seeking landmarks, context, anything he could recognize. The field was alien. The peculiar foliage and the shapes of the buildings in the distance registered as utterly foreign. He called out again, “Matthew!” but only the wind answered.

Then, he turned. Relief washed over him in a powerful wave as he saw his son sprinting toward him, a look of profound worry etched on his face. “Dad!” Matthew cried, pulling him into a tight, desperate embrace. “I’m so glad you’re okay.”

Alexander hugged him back with equal fervor. “I’m glad you’re okay, too,” he said, his voice thick with emotion. “I was so worried about you.”

Matthew finally pulled back, his brow furrowed with the urgency of their situation. “What happened, Dad? Do you know where we are? Is this related to Elijah?”

Alexander shook his head, a weary sigh escaping him. “I know you think I have the answers, Matthew, but I have not seen something like this before. And I don’t know who Elijah is, but it appears you do.”

Matthew’s gaze dropped to the ground, a familiar shadow of regret crossing his features. “He was with me during one of my quests for the Shadow King. We were close, but in the end, I had to kill him to move forward, and I did. It is one of my biggest regrets. I lost control, Dad. The darkness was too strong. At some point, it was no longer about getting home; it became an obsession with power—a dark, corrupting hunger.”

Alexander shook his head, his heart heavy. “I can’t imagine what you went through, son.”

Matthew managed a dismissive shrug, trying to push the painful memories away. “It’s in the past now. But I’m worried about those at home. If Marius has truly taken over the town, no one is safe. Maeve... she’s his primary target.”

“We need to find a way to stop him,” Alexander said, his voice firm, though uncertainty clouded his eyes. “But right now, I don’t even know how to get us back.”

“Well, staying here won’t help,” Matthew reasoned, glancing around the strange field. “Maybe if we walk a bit, we’ll come to a town. Who knows, we might only be on the outskirts of River’s Peak.”

Alexander’s expression was grave. “Matthew, it is not River’s Peak,” he said, a sense of unreality settling over him. He felt disconnected, as if walking through a daze, perhaps even a powerful, shared dream. “Not the River’s Peak that you know. Nothing has changed. It's impossible. This area... I have not been here since you went away to school, and yet, it looks exactly as it did then.”

“What are you talking about, Dad?” Matthew asked, utterly confused. Logically, this had to be River’s Peak. “Where else could we be?”

Alexander pointed to the surrounding field. “Years ago, this area was just this—an open field. In the future, your time, it will be developed into the apartment complexes on the edge of town. So, yes, this is River’s Peak, but we are in the past.”

Matthew’s eyes widened, a dawning horror in their depths. “The past?” he asked, the word a disbelieving echo. “But how is that possible? A time portal?”

“I don’t know, son,” Alexander admitted. “But I think we must have fallen through a time portal—a highly unstable one.”

“A time portal?” Matthew repeated, shaking his head. “That’s impossible, Dad. That’s fairy tale nonsense.”

“I know it sounds crazy,” Alexander conceded, gently placing a hand on his son’s shoulder. “But it’s the only explanation I can think of that fits the evidence.”

“But why would we end up here?” Matthew pressed. “And why now—in this specific moment in time?”

“I don’t know,” Alexander said. “But I think it has something to do with Marius. He’s the center of this chaos.”

“Marius? Who’s Marius?” Matthew had been gone a long time; the name meant nothing to him.

“He’s the one who’s trying to take over the town, Matthew. He’s a ruthless power seeker. And I think he’s the one who opened this time portal to get rid of us,” Alexander explained as they began to walk. “He is after Maeve, and we are her closest family now that Hunter is dead. They were my parents, and he needed me out of the way so no one would be there to protect Maeve. So we have to be careful that we don’t run into ourselves, Matthew. I know that sounds odd, but we are in the past, and anything we do could radically affect the future.”

He sighed, running a hand through his hair. “Still, we need to find a way back. Standing in this field is not going to help us figure that out. It’s too bad we can’t talk to your younger self. You are the only person I can think of who could possibly help us understand what we are dealing with.”

Alexander nodded. “If that were the case, I would have remembered meeting you or myself in the past, but I don’t.” This was not entirely true. He did remember fragmented pieces, strange overlaps in his history that he couldn't quite reconcile, but he was not sure if he could trust his memories right now. I think this is when Maurelle moved in, but she had always been there. I know something magical happened because those were not her real parents. I wish I could remember the details of that time.

As they walked out of the open clearing, they entered a small, neat subdivision of identical houses. “I recognize this place,” Matthew said, a spark of familiarity in his eyes. “But why are we here? I don’t know anyone who lives on this street.”

“Ah, but you do,” Alexander said with a cryptic half-smile. “This street is pretty much the same as it will be in your time, except for that one house there.” He pointed to a small, two-story structure on the corner. “It burned down years ago—a devastating tragedy.”

Matthew stood watching the house, wondering at the strange coincidence that brought them to this particular street in the past. That was when he saw it: a tendril of dark, oily smoke curling out of an upstairs window. Before either of them could speak, the tendril became a thick, black plume. As they rushed toward the house, they could see the situation escalating rapidly. Flames were beginning to flicker on the edge of the roof, and the smoke was dense and suffocating.

Matthew didn’t wait for his father’s counsel. Driven by a sudden, inexplicable urgency, he ran.

He crossed the street in a dead sprint and burst through the front door. The interior was a haze of blinding smoke and heat. He didn't hesitate, diving into the choking cloud toward a small, still form lying near the foot of the stairs. It was a little girl. She was unconscious, her skin pale, her small body dusted heavily with soot.

Matthew scooped her up, cradling her gently but securely. He was careful not to jostle her small frame, knowing she must be injured from smoke inhalation and perhaps the heat.

He carried her back out, escaping the inferno, and ran across the street to where his father stood waiting. “Take her down here so we can hide,” Alexander urged, pointing to a thicket of bushes and overgrown landscaping between two houses. The moment Matthew had carried the child out, a profound realization had hit Alexander, a perfect, terrifying piece clicking into place. He knew then exactly who she was and the precise, terrible reason why they were there.

Once they were safely hidden from the view of the burning house and any potential onlookers, Alexander performed a simple, subtle wave of his hand over the little girl. A soft, inner light seemed to pulse from his palm, and the unconscious girl stirred, then opened her eyes. “Here, have some water,” he said, smoothly pulling a fresh, cool water bottle from the pack he wore and handing it to her.
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