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Chapter 1. The Favor
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Like many other things in my life, it started innocently enough. A phone call, a favor for a friend, a simple thing to do. They say if you want something done, ask a busy person to do it. I was one of those super organized people who loved to make lists and plan everything months in advance. This summer was supposed to be a mental break from my job teaching economics at a local university in Tennessee.

“I hate to ask,” Carla began and paused. We had gone to high school together and she knew me well. Carla was a master of manipulation and waited for me to jump in, offering to help before I even knew what I was volunteering to do.

“No, it’s fine. What do you need?” I said, juggling my coffee with a notebook in one hand in order to hold the phone in the other. Multitasking, I turned on the dishwasher on the way to my desk.

“We really need someone to fill in at the office while my cousin, Julia, is having her baby.”

“Wait, she’s having the baby now? I thought she wasn’t due for another couple of weeks.”

“Yeah, the little darling is trying to come early. Julia is on bed rest for now,” Carla said. “She hired a temp who won’t be in until the first of next month.”

It was early May. Carla knew I was off work for the summer and just taking an online course while working on a research paper for my PhD. “Yeah, I could help out, I guess. What exactly does she need me to do?”

“Oh, just answer the phone, reschedule her appointments, and take messages. Should be slow, plenty of time to study.” Carla’s voice was almost drowned out by the sound of a jet engine taking off. “I wouldn’t even have called you but I’m leaving. We’re shipping out this morning.”

“You’ve been deployed?”

“Yep.”

“Well, that sucks. You’ll miss the big event.”

“Bad timing, I know,” Carla said. There was no remorse in her voice.

She paused. I could tell she sensed I was judging her.

“It won’t matter. She said her mom was taking her to have the baby in Florida. Babies aren’t really my thing anyway.”

“Truth. Not mine either,” I said. “But yeah, I got this. Tell Julia not to worry.”

“Thanks, Deandra.”

“Wait . . . How do I get a key to . . .” Too late. She had hung up. There would be no way for me to contact Carla while in transit. Maybe she would call back when she landed, but that would be hours from now. I realized I didn’t know anything about Julia’s line of work, and I didn’t have her phone number. I only had a vague idea where her office was located downtown. Great.

After some searching through the online yellow pages, I found her business listing with a phone number and address, Julia Bellona ‘Specter Therapist.’ What? Okay, I would just have to wing it. I looked for more information on the profession, but a quick search only turned up ‘spectator therapy’ so I figured the phone book listing must be a typo. I was wrong.

***
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THIS WAS TURNING INTO a lot more than I had bargained for. I locked up my apartment and took a ride service downtown to Julia’s address,108 Legend Street. Not sure what I was expecting but nestled among an assortment of old and modern office buildings sat an old Victorian home which had been converted into a business establishment. Quaint.

The house proper was located far back from the street on a tree-lined driveway. It was a soft mint green with white gingerbread trim and blue shutters surrounded by a blue privacy fence. A sign was at the front of the drive painted in ornate letters of blue on white with the name ‘Specter Therapist’ and a phone number.

The driver let me out at the gate which was thrown open in a welcoming manner. I walked down the landscaped path past blooming flower beds to the roomy front porch which was screened on three sides. The porch was open, so I went across to the front door which was locked. I could hear a desk phone ringing. Great.

I looked in the standard hiding places for a key without any luck. After searching under the door mat, flowerpots, top of the door frame and such I decided to try a window. Success. It wasn’t locked and I raised it high enough to crawl through the opening. I got past the lacy curtains and found myself in what would have been a parlor.

The room was decorated with antique furniture, a wool carpet and garden prints on the wallpaper. A cozy fireplace was the focal point across from the front door. It looked much the same as it might have a hundred or more years ago except for a reception desk and phone to one side.

I was wondering if Julia even knew the internet existed when I spied a computer on a corner desk. It had to be at least twenty years old. Everything was hard wired, no Wi-Fi. I really needed a connection for my laptop to get the research for my paper done while I was here.

The phone began ringing again, and I rushed to pick it up. It was an older model with a rotary dial instead of push buttons. Enough already.  “Hello,” I answered and almost forgot to announce the business name. It felt silly to say it. “Specter Therapy, I mean therapist. May I help you?”

“Thank goodness,” a lady’s voice said. “I’ve been calling all morning.”

“I’m so sorry, but Ms. Bellona is out of the office. This is Deandra. You’ve reached her answering service,” I said and limped on through the conversation.  “May I take a message?”

“Answering service? No, that won’t do. It won’t do at all,” the lady said with some degree of agitation growing in her voice.

“I’m very sorry for your inconvenience. I will try to get a message to Ms. Bellona as soon as possible and call you back.” I looked about and found a pen and paper in the desk drawer.

“It’s a lot more than inconvenient, Miss. My life may depend on it,” she replied. “With whom am I speaking?”

“Um, this is Deandra,” I said. “May I ask who is calling?”

“Lillian Cornwell. I’m a client of Julia’s. She knows who I am.”

“Very good, Ms. Cornwell. What is the nature of your emergency?”

“I can’t find my companion. He’s been gone two days or more, and I simply can’t manage on my own.”

“And who is your companion? His name?” I asked. This was not going to be a good day.

“That is personal information. Just get with Julia and have her call me at once.”

She hung up without giving a number. I hoped there would be one in her file perhaps. Like that would help since I didn’t know how to contact Julia. Okay. Time to get a plan. First priority was to make a ‘Closed for Emergency’ sign and padlock that front gate.

***
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I LET THE PHONE RING after that and fashioned a temporary sign out of a cardboard box I found in the room behind the reception area which was still a functional kitchen. One wall was lined with a bank of tall, metal file cabinets. At the risk of overstepping some boundaries, I decided to look through the files for Ms. Cornwell’s record, but the cabinets were all locked. Not a key to be found.

A cork bulletin board in the front hallway was studded with business cards from the local area. I spied a locksmith and decided if this was going to work at all, I needed access to everything. I left an urgent message on the voicemail of a Mr. Finneas Bozar.

While I waited, I toured the rest of the downstairs. The dining room off the kitchen was light and airy with bay windows. In the center where the table would go sat a hydraulic-powered procedure chair with comfortable padding much like the one in my dentist’s office. Unexpected.

Instead of a chandelier overhead was an electronic gizmo, unlike anything I’d ever seen before, with a circle of metal plates, tubes and connecting wires. It looked equally out of place in the room. What appeared to be a control panel was to one side with a green viewing screen between the operator and the center chair. Yeah, not turning that thing on. Ever.

To the opposite side of the kitchen were a bathroom, laundry and utility area. Behind the kitchen was a large room that had been converted into a one-room living suite with another fireplace. Cozy. Julia must live here, which is totally against zoning laws. A sunny side porch came off the room to a private patio. I followed the paved walkway to a separate garage. While drooling over the shiny red Mercedes parked there, I heard a loud knocking at the front door.

“Coming,” I yelled and ran down the paved walkway to the front of the house. “It’s one of the locks I need to be opened,” I said to the gentleman standing at the door. He was younger than I expected, lean physique. His hair was a dark red where a few strands escaped his cap. I had supposed a lock smith would be older for some reason. I climbed the side steps to join him. He took out what must be a master key, unlocked the door and led the way inside.

“Where’s Julia?” he asked without pausing for introductions. He spoke with a thick accent. My untrained ear had not a clue of its origin. Irish perhaps?

“Um, she’s out of town on an emergency,” I replied. My instincts said this fellow was okay, but I didn’t want to violate Julia’s privacy.

“Having that baby?”

What the heck. “Yeah, the little one is trying to get here two weeks early.”

“Figures. She works too hard,” Finneas said. “So what are you doing, filling in?” He lifted an eyebrow which said he already knew the answer.

“I’m just trying to handle the phone and take messages. I was hoping you could help me lock up the front gate and post a sign too.”

“Sure. Forgot to introduce myself, Finneas Bozar,” he said. “Finneas is fine.”

“Right. I’m Deandra Harding,” I said. “Please call me Deandra.”

Finneas paused to look at me. “You look a bit like Julia. Same brown hair, just longer. Both got those hazel eyes, yours are more green.”

“No relation. Just doing it as a favor for my friend, Carla, Julia’s cousin. I don’t even know what sort of business Julia runs here, but I really need to get those file cabinets open.”

“So you’re not getting paid?”

“No.”

“That’s good,” Finneas said. “Hard to find friends you can trust these days.”

“Yeah, it is. That’s why I hang on to mine like a snapping turtle,” I said. “Carla would do the same for me in a pinch.”

Finneas dug out a set of picks from his tool belt and went to work on the locks. He had the first file cabinet open in a couple of minutes. “You are aware these records are strictly confidential and contain extremely personal information?” he asked.

“I understand that, but a lady called me this morning, She was upset about a lost ‘companion.’ Said her life might depend on getting in touch with Julia,” I explained, suddenly feeling overwhelmed. “When I tried to get more information, she said it was personal and hung up.”

“Well, that does sound serious,” Finneas said.

“I don’t have enough information to help, not even her phone number. Why doesn’t she call the authorities if someone’s missing? I probably should.”

“I wouldn’t do that. That’s not how Julia handles things,” Finneas said.

“Well, I’m not Julia,” I snapped. “And why wouldn’t Julia report a missing person? What if someone’s life really is in danger?”

“The authorities can’t help. They’d just call that lady crazy and send her to a shrink,” Finneas replied.

It sounded like Finneas knew a lot more than he was telling me. “How is it you know Julia?”

“I’ve done some work here for her. We do it for trade mostly. I’m a client.”

Awkward.
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Chapter 2. Bodyguard
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Finneas apparently did handyman work when not busy as a locksmith. He convinced me to put up a real sign which he offered to take care of. While he was off to pick up paint and supplies, I dove into the files to find Ms. Lillian Cornwell. Julia kept perfect notes, neat and orderly. My kind of person. That was where the similarity ended.

Ms. Cornwell was convinced a dark spirit had been stalking her. There were some technical notes I didn’t understand, testing, electrical field maps and such. Apparently, there had been several bad things happen to Ms. Cornwell prior to seeking treatment. She had been in three fender benders, slipped in her bathtub with a mild concussion and tripped over an invisible obstacle, fracturing an ankle. It was the last accident that prompted her to seek out Julia’s services. There was simply no accounting for an invisible obstacle, and in desperation, she sought paranormal help.

Julia had prescribed a ‘companion’ spirit. It sounded innocent enough. Ms. Cornwall was in her sixties with fading eyesight and a natural loss of agility. The accidents could have happened to anyone. Julia had also prescribed yoga and strength training exercises along with new glasses. I admit I was thinking the ‘companion’ was a placebo cure, a bit of quackery until I read further.

The companion was recruited from the ‘gloom’ and was to serve as a bodyguard. Ominous sounding at best. The requirements of her bodyguard were listed in a clinical fashion. First, it must have a strength rating of a minimum of ten. Ten what? An intelligence of eight or greater, a loyalty of twenty. The list was long.

Finally, it had to have experience in battle with a win rate of ninety percent. It was the last category that turned my blood to ice. The bodyguard must have a strike to kill ratio of fifty percent or greater documented by a certified gazer. Gazer? From where? The gloom?

I was sitting file in hand, frozen in place, when Finneas returned.

“Find what you were looking for?” he asked.

“More than I bargained for,” I said. “I don’t know what I’ve gotten myself into, but I’m way over my head here. I really need to get in touch with Julia.”

Finneas nodded thoughtfully. “That may prove difficult.”

“Ms. Cornwell apparently feels she is in danger because her bodyguard is missing. He came from someplace called the gloom. Maybe he went back there for some reason.”

“I know of it,” Finneas said. “Not a place for a lady to go looking for anyone.”

“Trust me; I’m not planning on it. But I don’t know what to tell Ms. Cornwell.”

“You could let her come here and stay until Julia’s back home,” Finneas said.

“Stay here? Is that something Julia would offer a client?”

“It is. She let me stay here while I sorted out some things off and on,” Finneas said. “There are some rooms upstairs that are safe to let her use.”

“I would want to at least ask Julia first, but I can’t find a personal phone number or emergency contact anywhere. She’s somewhere in Florida. Do you know how to get in touch with her relations there or know where she might be staying?”

“I don’t. Julia’s not in Florida, Deandra.”

***
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LILLIAN CORNWELL WAS both elated to receive a callback and disappointed to hear from me. I could hear a deep sigh on the other end of the phone when I told her Julia wouldn’t be back for several weeks, maternity leave and such.

“I must tell you I am not trained in this field, just helping out.” May as well get that over with. I refuse to play games or pretend to be something I’m not. “But you are welcome to stay here in a safe place until the time she returns and can help you sort everything out.”

There was silence on the other end.

“Ms. Cornwell, are you still there? Are you alright?”

“Yes, yes. I hadn’t thought of staying away from my own home.”

“It would be just temporary but much safer.”

“I have a dog. She’ll have to come too,” she said in a flat tone as though expecting me to refuse her.

“Well, we have a big yard. Is it house trained at all?”

“Of course, she is.”

Had to ask. “Um, what kind or size dog?”

“Biggest mutt I could find. Sayde is over a hundred pounds. Is that a problem?”

Oh boy. “No, no. When can you get here?”

“A couple of hours or so. I’ll need to pack, make some arrangements for my place, plants to water, mail and deliveries.”

“Okay, good. See you then,” I said and hung up. “Whew!” Finneas was still up at the front gate building and painting a sign. I decided to explore the upstairs and ready a room for my guest. This was weird. Should I move in as well? I didn’t think leaving a stranger alone in the house would be a good idea.

The upstairs had four spacious bedrooms, which shared two full baths, a sitting room and a sundeck with a set of steps down to the garage. There was a locked central room by the stairwell. Probably storage. In my haste, I almost missed the markings in the center of each room, inlaid into the wood flooring. In my limited experience, they looked like hex signs, each one different than the other. Sure. Why not. Pick your protection. Enjoy your stay.

If I decided to stay here, Julia’s space downstairs would be my choice, closer to an exit. I tried to do some work on my paper which was due the following week. It was a lost cause. With no Wi-Fi connection, I tried to make a few outline notes. My concentration was a joke. Finneas returned and saw me sitting at the desk, rolling my pen back and forth.

“Sign is up. Key for the padlock when you’re ready to close the gate up there,” he said, dropping a key on the desk. “I’ll keep one key if you don’t mind.” When I didn’t answer or even move, he asked, “Stuck on a problem?”

“I’m stuck here, apparently. Not sure if I can get my work done in this place. May have to ask for withdraw passing if it’s not too late.”

“Yeah, that’s too bad,” Finneas said. “Give it a day or two while you settle in. No need to make a hasty decision.”

“Right. You wouldn’t happen to have an ethernet cable, so I can connect to the router?”

“No, but I can bring one tomorrow,” Finneas said. “So, you’re staying?”

“Yep. Think Julia will mind if I snag her room? The upstairs rooms are a little weird.”

“She probably wouldn’t mind, but why do you say that?”

“It feels too sterile. Of course, Ms. Cornwell’s dog will fix that soon enough.”

Finneas laughed. “You’re not a dog person?”

“Dunno, never had one,” I said. “Guess I’ll find out. What are those symbols in the bedroom floors all about? They’re creepy.”

“Protective sigils,” Finneas replied. “There’s probably one under Julia’s bed, just can’t see it.”

“Great. Of course, there is. What’s in the locked room upstairs in the middle?”

“Stairs to the attic and basement.”

“I’m afraid to ask.”

“They are locked for a reason. Personal storage areas and the portal.”

“Portal? Like to the gloom?”

“Exactly like that,” Finneas said. “I see your guest has arrived.”

A taxi pulled up the drive and let out a well-dressed older lady in a navy blue suit. A big rawboned brown dog with floppy ears bounded out of the vehicle and ran about inspecting the flower beds. The driver hauled a couple of suitcases up to the porch, waited for his tip and was off.

I walked out to greet her. “Ms. Cornwell?” I asked and offered a handshake. “Deandra Harding. I’m the one filling in for Julia. We spoke on the phone.”

“Who else would you be?” She gave my fingers a brief tug and grabbed a suitcase. “Lillian. Pleased to meet you and all that.”

“I’ll get the big one,” Finneas said, “I believe we’ve met.”

Lillian peered through her glasses and tilted her head up and down. “New bifocals,” she said by way of explanation. “I remember you. Finneas, is it?”

“Yes. I was a lot heavier when you last saw me.”

“Well, you look fit enough now. What’s your secret?”

“Ditched the booze and started running,” he said. “You’re looking well. Ankle healed; I take it?”

“It’s fine. I’ve been walking Sayde and building up my endurance. More accurately, she’s walking me.”

Finneas headed up the stairs, the dog on his heels.

“I’ll take that up for you,” I said and took the smaller suitcase. “You have your pick of several nice rooms, and the kitchen is fully stocked.”

Once upstairs, Lillian looked about with indecision.” “Oh, you pick one, I can’t decide.”

“Very well.” I put her suitcase inside the door of a room closest to the sundeck with butterflies on the wallpaper. I walked over to open a window and air out the room. Can you step on these things? The floor inlay pattern looked as intricate as the wings of a butterfly but laid out in a circular pattern. I walked around it. I wondered if it were my imagination, but I felt a distinct warmth from the sigil when I was near it.

“Oh, I just love butterflies!” Lillian said.

Sayde pushed past her to the center of the room and plopped down on top of the sigil. She curled into its warmth with her big head resting on her paws.

Not my imagination.

***
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IT WAS LATE AFTERNOON. Finneas had gone home. Lillian joined me in the kitchen for cold cuts. I made a pot of hot tea and found some snacks in the pantry. I wasn’t sure what to say to her. I wasn’t at all sure I believed any of this dark spirit and bodyguard talk.

“I want a scan,” Lillian said over a scone.

Well, that came out of the blue. “A scan?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t know how to do one,” she said. Her face looked annoyed in advance of my answer.

“I told you, Lillian. I haven’t a clue about Julia’s profession. I’m just answering her phone and looking after the place.”

“Well, that’s very disappointing.”

“I wouldn’t be here at all if you hadn’t feared for your life. Finneas is the one who suggested you room here for safety. I put my trust in what he said.”

Lillian polished off her tea and stood up. “I can show you how to run the damn thing. I’ve seen Julia do it often enough. Come on.”

“Oh no. I don’t think we should mess with the equipment in there.” I knew she was talking about the bizarre setup in the dining room.

“Don’t be such a wuss. I’d do it myself, but I can’t run the controls and sit in the chair.” Lillian headed for the dining area.

“Lillian, please. Can’t it wait? What am I supposed to do if we find something?” I was exasperated, but it was obvious she meant to have her way. “If this thing chasing you shows up, we aren’t very well prepared to deal with it. I doubt a flyswat would deter it. Maybe I could hit it with a fire poker. Seriously, what?”

Lillian stopped and turned back to me with a long sigh. “It’s a diagnostic tool, not a treatment. We’re looking for signs of dark energy attached to my aura, that’s all.”

The sun was dipping low in the sky, and shade from the tall buildings surrounding the house cast cold shadows across the room. “Can we wait until morning at least? You have the room with the sigil. You’re safe. The scan won’t change anything.”

“Let me put it this way so perhaps you can understand,” Lillian said. “My companion, Hector, said if anything happened to him, I would have only three days before it returned. Wouldn’t you want to know if the grim reaper was outside your door?”

I took a deep breath. “I would . . . probably not. If it’s my time to go, it’s my time and knowing changes nothing

“You’re fatalistic, Deandra. You know that sticking your head in the sand solves nothing?”

“And imaginary bodyguards do? Sayde would be better at protecting you.” Okay, that was mean. “What would you do differently?”

“You can put your affairs in order. That’s what you can do. Take care of unfinished business,” Lillian said. “And why do you think I have a dog?”

“When did you get Sayde?” I asked.

“The moment I realized Hector was missing. Two days ago,” Lillian said. She counted, raising her fingers, “One, two, three . . .”

As if on cue, Sayde gave a low growl, and the hackles stood up on her back like a row of spikes. There was a loud whoosh and a banging at the front door. It rattled on its hinges until I thought it would be torn loose.

Lillian turned pale as a sheet. Pure terror frosted her countenance. “It’s found me. I’ll never make it upstairs in time.”

Sayde was standing upright between us and the door. Her throaty growl quaked the floor and shook the blinds on the windows.

“This way,” I shouted. I pulled Lillian to her feet and shoved her before me toward Julia’s room. I remembered what Finneas had said. There was probably a sigil beneath her bed. I prayed he was right. I pushed Lillian onto the bed and climbed up beside her. She was numb with fright.

“Sayde, come!” I yelled. “Come on, girl!”

The door finally gave way with a blast of invisible force that moved through the house like a shock wave. I heard Sayde yelp in fear. I dared not think past that sound. I heard clawed feet pounding across the floor as Sayde rushed down the hall and through our doorway. She managed to make it from the door to the bed in one giant leap, landing on top of us.

The three of us lay together in a shivering heap while a storm of wind tore through the house. It had been a still spring evening with the sweet smell of flowers and honeysuckle from the garden. Now the very air lashed out. I pulled the covers around us to shield our bodies from the torrents of icy blasts.

Whatever I may have believed before that night was from another life. I swore to God if I lived through this, I would become whatever I needed to be. I would train myself to fight this evil, and I would become the terror of its nightmares. Something shifted in my very being. I felt an ancient force throbbing in my brain, fierce and primitive. Enough adrenaline will do that.
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Chapter 3. Crown and Floe
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We huddled together in the bed for a long while. Cold sweat and the acrid smell of fear permeated the room. The sigil must have worked. The currents of air that buffeted the room eventually dissipated into the nothingness from whence it came.

“Lillian, are you okay?” I asked. She hadn’t said a word since the onslaught.

“I’m shaken, but I’ll be fine,” she said and took a deep breath to calm herself. “I thought it would never end.”

“Yeah. Almost got Sayde.” The big dog’s ears perked up at the mention of her name. She had calmed down, but when I got out of bed, she refused to leave it. Sayde plastered her body flat and buried her nose in a fold of the comforter.

“I have to agree with her on this,” Lillian said. “I’m not budging either.”

We both gave a nervous laugh. I petted Sayde and said, “That’s okay. You can stay right here.” The ordeal had brought us all closer, instantly. “I’m calling Finneas.”

“Not sure that’s a good idea,” Lillian countered.

“Why the hell not?”

“He may not be able to come over,” she replied.

“If there’s something you’re not telling me, now’s the time to pull back the curtain. No secrets, Lillian.”

“Oh, go ahead and call. I’m sure he’s figured it out by now,” Lillian said. “I’m used to people thinking I’m crazy, so I avoid certain topics.”

“Topics such as what? Hector?”

“Yes, exactly. Hector is not my imaginary friend,” she chided. “He and Finneas are from the other side. They’re not like us.”

“Okay. You’re not leaving me with that. What and where is the ‘other side?'”

“The realm on the other side of the portal this house is built on. It’s called Sylfavaron or just Syl. I’m not from there, in case you’re wondering.”

“And Finneas is not like us . . . how?”

“I refuse to violate his privacy any further,” Lillian replied. Her lips were set in a firm line. She pulled the covers up and curled back against Sayde.

Julia’s personal belongings, books and papers were strown wildly about the room. I got up to go look for my phone on the desk.

“Please stay close by,” Lillian pleaded.

“I’m getting my phone.” I walked through the jumble of things that had been tossed by the wind and found my phone buried under some loose papers but intact.

When Finneas picked up, I could hear him breathing hard. “Is this a bad time?” I asked.

“No. Just out for a run. What’s up?”

I filled him in on what had happened. “I just wanted you to know. You don’t have to come over if you’re busy. We’re fine now.”

“I won’t leave the two of you alone. I’ll be right there,” Finneas assured me.

I told Lillian that Finneas was on the way over, then set about picking things up and straightening the downstairs. I wondered how far the winds had gone and if the entire house had been disrupted. I wanted to check the extent of damages, but that could wait until tomorrow. For now, I stayed in sight of Julia’s bedroom and safety.

The front door was off its hinges providing no barrier against the night. I could hear the evening symphony from the yard with the chirping of crickets and the croaking of a bull frog. A few lightning bugs found their way inside the reception area. Their soft blinking was soothing, a reassurance that things were back to normal, like the rainbow after a storm announcing all was well again.

To say I was not prepared was an understatement. When Finneas came down the front drive, the clomping of hooves announced his arrival. I thought he must be on horseback until seeing his centaur form in the light of the foyer. Unexpected, but still a welcome sight. At least Lillian had warned me, so I could take it all in stride, so to speak.

“Thanks for coming by,” I said, ignoring the obvious.

“It’s a relief to know you’re alright,” he said, looking at the door frame and general condition of things. “You don’t seem surprised to see me this way.”

“Lillian gave me a heads up. Is this why you run at night?”

“It is,” he said and chuckled. “I’ll nail up the opening for now and hang a new door tomorrow, put things back in order.”

We joined Lillian and Sayde in Julia’s room. “I’m a believer in dark spirits from this point on,” I said.

Finneas got a faraway look on his face. “This wasn’t Lillian’s dark spirit. It was more of a nuisance. No. This is much worse. It was sent from the floe.”

“That’s worse than the gloom?”

“Yeah. And it wasn’t meant for Lillian,” he said with a look in my direction.

“Well, it couldn’t very well be for me. Nobody knows I’m here,” I said. “Except the two of you and Carla.”

“Carla?” Lillian said. “I’ve heard that name some place before.” She got out of the bed and smoothed her hair.

“If you’re trying to say my best friend set me up for this . . .” I started, feeling the pit of my stomach drop.

“Not at all, dear,” Lillian said. “I just know the name but can’t recall from where.”

“No matter,” Finneas said. “We need to get the entire house warded.”

I didn’t even ask what that meant, but I wasn’t going to sleep tonight. I started cleaning up the mess in the bedroom. “Carla is Julia’s cousin. That’s probably where you heard the name.” I found an assortment of toiletries strewn across the floor. There were makeup items, hairbrushes and a broken picture frame lying face down on the floor. I sat down at the vanity to salvage what I could. “We need to get everything under control before Julia comes home with a newborn.”

“I can’t imagine bringing an innocent child into this house,” Lillian said.

“Me either, but this is where she lives, so . . .” I stopped. When I turned over the broken frame, the picture captured my full attention. I was holding a photo of my father by the ocean. It was definitely him, tall and muscular with bronzed skin. The problem was he was standing very close to a strange woman. A woman who was not my mom, and they looked very comfortable together.

Instinctively I clutched at the locket I always wore under my shirt, which carried the only picture I had of my real mother. It was almost the same picture as the one I was holding in my hand. In it, she was standing beside my father on what could have been the same identical beach.

The lady in the broken frame wore a loose gown, more of a fancy beach cover-up. A young girl was between them on golden sand with waves cresting in the background. My father was wearing a crown. It didn’t look like one of the cheap props one picked up for costume or stage. It sat heavily on his head and shone of real gold. It was studded with jewels that sparkled, reflecting every ray of light.

“What have you found, dear?” Lillian asked.

“A picture of my father which I’ve never seen before.”

“Really? Let me see,” Lillian said.

I walked over and handed her the photo. I should have remained seated.

“Oh, I’ve seen that one before,” she said. “It’s Julia with her father on vacation in Syl. Are you certain your father is the same man as the one in the photo?”

“Yes. Just not my mother.” My knees buckled. All my courage and resolve from the recent intrusion melted. This was an entirely different thing to deal with than a mere attack by some entity from the floe. My father vacationed in Syl?

***
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FINNEAS HAD BEEN RATHER quiet while overhearing our conversation. He was staring intently at me. “I knew you looked a lot like Julia. This would explain it. You must be half-sisters,” he said.

“Why would I be the last one to know?” I was angry and confused at this point. The fear, which I’d pushed out of my mind after the attack, came rushing back in with the knowledge I was connected to it all in some way. Fear of the unknown is the hardest to deal with. My rational mind had nothing to grasp hold of. I was spiraling downward into a slow panic.

Lillian was the first to notice my plight. She came over to my side. “Sit down, dear. We’ll help you figure it all out.” She looked to Finneas and pursed her lips. “She needs a drink. I’m betting you know where Julia keeps it.”

“There’s some scotch in the pantry. I’ll get it,” he said.

“How old is Julia?” I asked.

“A few years older than you,” Lillian said. “Well, she’s in her early thirties, so less than ten years older.”

“I was told my mother and father drowned in a boating accident. It hit a rock, or maybe a reef and the hull was split open. I was just a young child at the time. Apparently, by some miracle, another boat in the area found me floating in the debris which washed ashore.” There was no real memory of the event, just what I’d been told. The telling still felt like I was reliving an actual memory.

“That’s awful, simply awful,” Lillian said, patting me on the shoulder.

Finneas returned with a drink. “Scotch and soda. Here you are.”

I took a sip, felt the burn in my throat and pushed it away. “I’m not a drinker.”

“All the better,” Lillian said. “It’ll knock you on your ass. Little sips, come on, now.”

I kept at it and soon felt the glow. My brain was slowing down and becoming groggy.

“So how did you get the Harding name?” Finneas asked.

“When no next of kin came forward, I was put up for adoption. I received a few pictures that were found when the bank closed out the estate. The money went into a trust fund to be used for my education.” I was feeling mellow and began to yawn. I wanted to continue and try figuring out everything, but I couldn’t connect the dots anymore.

“Lie down and sleep. Finneas and I will be right here,” Lillian reassured me.

“I doubt if I can sleep,” I said. “I need to redirect my thoughts. Tell me about Hector.”

“What about him?” Lillian asked.

“What does he look like, for instance?”

Lillian paused and looked to Finneas, who nodded in the affirmative.

“Well, you can’t see him at all in the daytime,” Lillian began. “He’s quite invisible and can go everywhere without detection.”

I fell asleep listening to her describe a beautiful wolf with leathery wings like a bat. Hector could navigate in the dark, tracking down his prey in the night. I probably didn’t believe a word of it at the time.

The next morning, I woke to the smell of freshly brewed coffee and got up with a throbbing headache. Finneas was in the kitchen, back in his human form again. He handed me a cup of steaming coffee and a couple of ibuprofens without saying a word.

The coffee was a wonderful creamy caramel color and sweetened to perfection. I took the medication and drank the entire cup full.

“How did you know I like cream and sugar?”

“A good guess,” Finneas replied. “Well, Julia likes it that way.”

“I’m not ready for that conversation yet, Finneas.”

“No. Sorry,” he said. “I put up a new front door. Lillian stayed up all night. She’s asleep in her room upstairs now.”

“So what’s next?” I asked against my better judgment.

“I warded the upstairs and the basement last night. Figured I might talk you into going out for a walk or something while I do the rest of the house.”

“I could take Sayde for a walk, I suppose.” I was not even going to ask why I needed to leave.

“Yeah, she’d enjoy that. I’ll need about an hour, that’s all,” Finneas said. He handed me a new key for the front door and a strong lanyard to go around my neck, which had another strange-looking device already attached.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“It’s a boatswain pipe,” he said. He showed me how to use it and make a warbling sound by blowing into the end.

“You make these?” It was made of metal which felt cold and solid in my hand.

“Yeah. This one’s tuned and ready to use.”

“Which means?”

“It controls the portal. Take you through to Syl if you like,” he said and explained the sequence of warbles, high and low notes required.

“What if I lose it on the other side? Do I have to have this to get back?”

Finneas laughed. “Not if you can whistle the right way. But the weather can drown you out at times. This is more reliable.”

“Okay, thanks, but I’m not planning to find out any time soon.”

I called to Sayde, who came bounding down the stairs. She tripped over the last three and belly-flopped the rest of the way down. “You get an ‘A’ for enthusiasm, Sayde.” I found her leash, waved to Finneas and went out the door.

It was a perfect spring day, bright and sunny, with the temperature rising into the seventies. Sayde did her business in the front yard as we left. Oh well, I could pick it up later when we got back. The dog dragged me along and immediately veered off the sidewalk to chase after a squirrel who ran in the opposite direction.

I turned with Sayde, using all my strength to pull her up to a stop. That’s when I saw it. A dark cloud was forming behind the house. I had to wonder if this had to do with the wards Finneas spoke of. Somehow, I didn’t think so. It didn’t look protective at all but dark and ominous.

I felt the first slivers of cold wind hit my brow, and Sayde growled. Fear shot through me like a cold knife. Without thinking, I ran back toward the house. Logic would tell me to run away instead. But run to where?

I burst through the gate with Sayde and dashed up the front steps two at a time. The sky darkened. The temperature was dropping as I ran. Finneas was in the front room holding a smoldering bundle of dried herbs that gave off a strong odor of sage.

“It’s back!” I yelled and slammed the door shut behind us.

Finneas tossed his sage bundle into the fireplace. “It will be stronger this time, Deandra,” he said. “We have to get you into the portal.”

I hesitated. “The portal?”

“There’s no time to argue.” Finneas pulled me up the stairs and unlocked the middle room. He pushed Sayde and me in before him and closed the door. It was dark, but I could feel the warmth beneath my feet. He felt for the pipe on my lanyard and blew into it, signaling. I could hear the wind buffeting the house and howling up the stairwell, stopping short and beating against what I supposed was the protective ward. The shrill notes of the pipe rose above the wailing and viscous roar of the wind.

“What about Lillian? We can’t leave her!”

“She’s safe in her room,” Finneas said and grasped my hand. “I’m going through with you. It’s going to be okay.”

I prayed he was right. The tempest seemed strong enough to destroy the entire house, warding and all. I clung to Sayde’s leash. She whined and curled about my feet. I had the sensation of floating, then falling. And falling. And falling.
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Chapter 4. The Other Side
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The sensation was warm and not unpleasant at all. The falling slowed as I plunged into a swirling well of color. The sudden light was blinding, and I was still dizzy from the free fall. I spilled out of the portal onto a polished stone floor with Sayde tangled in my legs and the leash wrapped around my ankles. Finneas made a more graceful landing and managed to stay upright.

We had arrived in a circular structure with a tall central support column for the roof surrounded by alabaster columns around the outer edge. It looked to be some sort of temple perched at the crest of a tall hill. I got to my feet and saw it overlooked a forest. I could only see the tops of the trees in all directions. An ocean of green surrounded us.

Finneas reached down and untangled Sayde.

“Where are we?” I asked.

“The ring forest on the western side of the aurora. There is a large sea in the center of Syl called the Sea of Fortune. It’s surrounded by the ring forest. The aurora lies to the east, scorch to the south, gloom to the west and floe to the north of the realm.”

“Syl sounds huge.”

“It is at that. In the center of the sea is the Isle of Syl, where the king and queen reside. The centaurs control the forest and are friendly enough if you follow their rules.”

“What am I supposed to do here?”

“You’ll find the locals to be hospitable. In general, everyone works for their keep.”

“I’m an economics teacher, Finneas. I’m guessing that skill is not in much demand here.”

“You’ll figure it out. Need to stay here until it’s safe to go back home,” Finneas said. “Let me show you this.” He led me to the center column with an engraving on it, sets of straight and wavy marks. “This is the homing signal for this portal node. This sequence of notes played at any node will bring you here. You play it backward; it takes you back to Julia’s house.

It was easy enough to decipher when one knew the meaning. High notes, low notes, warbles. I recognized the series of notes Finneas had shown me on my pipe.

“The eight outer columns have the signals to take you to the nodes at the edge of the Sea of Fortune, one for each compass point.”

“Are there other portals leading to my world?”

“There are, scattered all about Syl. You should stay with yours,” Finneas cautioned. “I have to go back now and check on Lillian.”

“You’re leaving me here?”

“I’m not staying. I may have worn out my welcome in these parts, but that’s another story,” Finneas said. “In any event, I must go back and check on Lillian. Don’t forget you’re Llyr Bellona’s daughter. It has weight here. He’s the crown prince in line for the throne.”

That last piece of information was still soaking in when Finneas pulled his own pipe from his pocket, walked to the center, and whistled the notes in reverse. A dense whirling fog rose around him, and he disappeared from sight. My stomach had a sinking feeling which I refused to accept. I was resourceful. I would be fine.

Sayde barked and tugged at her leash. I followed her as she pulled me toward the wooded area. The roof of the portal stood tall enough to see from quite a distance, but even so, it would be lost from view before long.

This was crazy. I wasn’t prepared to live in this world. I didn’t have a compass or a flashlight. Did it get dark here? The sky was an azure blue with a few lofty white clouds. I couldn’t see the sun from the forest floor.

Sayde persisted in tugging me forward. I left a trail of broken twigs on the trees we passed, a lesson from previous scouting trips. I heard the lilting sound of water, and we kept going until we came to a sparkling stream. The water was cool and clear. Sayde didn’t hesitate but slurped it up with great enthusiasm.  I bent down and palmed a drink for myself. The water was palatable and clean tasting.

Okay, the priority in survival was to find water. Check! I could see fish swimming in the deeper water. There was supper if I could figure out how to catch them. I dreaded nightfall if there was a night here. In any case, I would need a safe place to sleep at some point, suddenly grateful for Sayde’s company.

I wished for a knife, a book of matches or a mylar blanket. Every basic survival course gave you that much. I stacked a pile of rocks on the stream bank so I would know the point of departure. I could just see the top of the portal from there. The stream would have to lead me somewhere, and I could always follow it back to the portal.

With only my wits to guide me, I took off downstream with Sayde bounding along, darting in and out of the water. I decided to let her off the leash. I didn’t doubt she would stay in range of me. We were both lost together in this new world. I had no luck in finding shelter, just a few large boulders that could provide a windbreak and some cover from an overhanging shelf of rock.

I had nothing to eat and no tools. I found some quartz rock in the stream and set about sharpening a broken tree branch to make a crude spear. I was sitting on the side of the stream, chipping away at my project. Sayde barked at something new. She’d been at that all day, so I paid her little attention.

Sayde stopped barking, started wagging her tail and put her nose to the ground. A slow realization soaked into my tired brain. I was being watched. I stopped and listened. I could only hear the dog padding about. “Who’s there?” I asked, looking around me. I picked up my half-finished spear and stood to confront the unknown intruder, though Sayde didn’t seem upset in the least.

“You planning to use that?” a soft voice said. A few leaves rustled behind me.

I turned to see a handsome centaur striding out of the brush toward me. He had a leather belt strung across a broad chest with a quiver of arrows protruding from behind one shoulder. A finely carved bow was carried in one hand, and a knife was visible in a scabbard attached to its belt.

“I was hoping to spear some supper,” I replied. “I didn’t come prepared for my journey at all.”

“I’m Artoros,” he said. “And who might you be?”

Thank goodness he seemed civilized. “Deandra,” I replied. I was nervous and felt my presence in what was clearly his domain needed an explanation. “I had to leave home in a hurry. Long story.”

“Where is home?”

“Um, on the other side of the portal upstream from here.”

“Would you care to share that story over a fine stew?” he asked. He smiled at me with his golden eyes sparkling in the last rays of light. Evening was falling.

“Absolutely. I’m famished.”

“This way, follow me,” Artoros said and turned back into the depths of the woods.

“Is my dog, Sayde, welcome? I can’t leave her out here.”

“I’m not sure we could leave her if we tried,” he said. Sayde had already run ahead of him, nosing out the trail which led back the way he had come. “She’ll likely beat us there.”

***

[image: ]


BY THE TIME WE ARRIVED at Artoros’ camp, it was well past sundown. The forest was alive with sounds of the night. The cacophony of insects, frogs and nocturnal birds was impressive. It was as though the night itself was a living being whom I could reach out and touch.

The campfire was almost out, but Artoros stoked the embers and soon had a rosy fire going. I found a seat on a log and warmed my hands while my host dug a covered pot of stew from the bed of coals. The aroma brought my appetite back to life.

Artoros pulled a meaty bone from the pot and tossed it to Sayde. My hungry eyes watched it fly through the air with as much enthusiasm as the dog displayed. Artoros laughed. “Beast before beauty, eh?”

He dipped out a generous bowl of stew, stuck in a wooden spoon and passed it to me.

“That smells delicious. I’ve never been so hungry in my life.” While scooping up a mouthful with the spoon, I doubted I looked very beautiful after my day in the woods.

Artoros smiled and got a bowl for himself. “You are fortunate. Hunting has been good this day.”

I was halfway through the bowl before I slowed down to speak. “How was it you happened to find me out there?”

“Luck mostly. I was close enough to hear you striking the wood with that stone. It wasn’t a natural sound at all, so I thought it best to investigate.”

“Well, I’m so glad you did. I wasn’t looking forward to spending my first night here alone,” I said. “Well, of course, I do have Sayde.”

“Not many bring a pet along.”

“She’s not my pet, actually.”

“You familiar? You don’t look like a sorceress.”

I laughed. “No, I mean she belongs to someone else. As I mentioned, I left in a hurry. The dog just happened to be with me. Sayde has kept me company at least, for which I am grateful.”

“I’m glad for some company as well,” Artoros said. “You may have my shelter for the night.”

“Oh, I couldn’t impose on your hospitality any more than this delicious meal. I’ll be alright here by the fire.”

“Nonsense. Your hide isn’t thick enough to keep the nits from getting to you.”

“Nits?”

“Little biting bugs. Sting like a cinder, I’m told.”

“In that case, I shall reconsider your kind offer. Thank you.”

Artoros laid some more small logs on the fire to keep it burning. He took his knife and cut off several branches of evergreen to make himself some bedding.

“Won’t that dull your blade terribly?” I asked.

“No. It’s elvish,” he replied. On seeing my blank expression, he added, “Self-sharpening.”

“Oh. Well, that’s nice.” Something else I didn’t know. “Do you change in the morning?” I asked as much to make conversation as from curiosity. I assumed he would be a man by daylight, the same as Finneas.

‘Change?” Artoros asked. “How do you mean?”

“Do you have another form by day?” The look on his face said I was wrong. “I know someone who does change and . . .” This wasn’t going well. “My mistake. Sorry.”

“Who do you know that changes?” His tone had changed. I could tell he was used to getting answers when he wanted them.

“I met a centaur back home. He was a man by day. I doubt you’d know of him here.”

“Humph. That would be Finn,” he replied. “And how did you make his acquaintance?”

“Oh, you know him? I needed a locksmith and called his number. He’s been a great help to me.” I wasn’t sure if I were saying too much. The way he said the name ‘Finn’ was not encouraging. I held up my pipe. “Finneas gave me this, and he helped me get through the portal in time.”

“In time for what?” Artoros asked.

His tone wasn’t unfriendly but very serious. In fact, my situation was serious.

“In time to escape from this ice storm from the floe. It was the second time it came after us.”

“Tell me who else was involved with these attacks.”

He was right about that. It was an attack. Finneas had said the centaurs controlled the forest, and I should abide by their rules. I decided to trust Artoros with what I knew, hoping I would learn something in return.

“Finneas, I mean Finn, was warding Julia Bellona’s home where Lillian Cornwell and I were staying . . .”

“Something from the floe attacked the Bellona household?”

“Yes, but Julia isn’t home right now. I probably shouldn’t say any more. I’ve never met Julia. Truth is, I don’t know her whereabouts. I was recruited to house sit while she’s away.”

Artoros nodded his head in the affirmative. He got up and encircled the campsite, chanting an incantation in a strange tongue. I supposed it was some sort of protection spell. It didn’t make me feel any safer to know he deemed it necessary.

“Why isn’t Finn welcome here in this forest?” I needed to know. Unless I had more information, I couldn’t make meaningful decisions.

“Trouble seems to find him. He got in with the wrong crowd, gambling debts. You know he drinks too much?”

“I heard he’s quit drinking.”

“I hope that’s true. Do you know why he ‘changes’ as you say?”

I shook my head in the negative. “Lillian’s bodyguard from the gloom changed too. I assumed everyone from this side did.”

Artoros returned to the fireside and settled down on his bed of evergreen boughs. “Ah yes, the gloom. Finn was born there. He’s blended, human and centaur.”

“Lilian’s bodyguard is invisible by day and a wolf by night. A flying wolf, she said. Can that be true?”

Artoros paused and scrutinized me in a solemn manner. “It could be if a chugawolf blended with a specter from the bode. How did Lillian come to get this bodyguard?”

“The bode? This is so confusing. Where and what is the bode?”

“It’s the barrier realm that separates Syl from your world. A very dangerous place and inhabited by demons and spirits of all sorts,” Artoros explained. He pressed for an answer to his question. “How did she get a bodyguard from the gloom, Deandra? Tell me if you know.”

“I was told Julia helped her get a bodyguard because Lillian was being stalked by a dark spirit.” I realized how little I really understood about any of this. “But Finn said it wasn’t as dangerous as the thing attacking us from the floe.”

“The dark spirit would have come from the bode, but minor demons have little power outside their own realm unless they are bound to a living entity. Creatures from the floe wouldn’t have a reason to attack your world. Someone from there must be causing a breach in the barrier for their own purposes and manipulating the elements. The best solution may be to close the portal.”

“Julia’s portal? If they close it, I won’t be able to go back!”

“There are other ways to return to your world, but it may be to a different time period, another age,” Artoros said. “The question is whether you are mixed up in this by accident or not.”
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