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This book is dedicated to all those who can open their hearts and minds to see and absorb the magic that surrounds them. 

Author’s Notes

As with any work, there are always many people to thank for their assistance or contribution to the project. The Jeremy Kline series has even more than usual. Many people contributed to this production though not in a way you might think.

It has long been my practice that when I meet someone whether at a book show, a conference, or even a server at a restaurant, which has happened three times now, and find they have an unusual name, I adopt it for use at some further date for characters in stories. Since the Jeremy Kline series has so many characters, I have used up almost my entire list of names. 

Thank you goes out to Biatta, Jerricka, Gwenydd, Jno, Nika, Neveah, Allyra, Gianna, Retta, Chase, Favyan, Aric, Olivianna, and Delphina. I appreciate the use of your names. Although the character in the story does not necessarily represent you, it is still nice to have your name in a book. 

Special thanks goes out to my editor, stand-up comedian Jodi McDermitt. You can catch her on tour at various clubs around the Midwest. 

The Jeremy Kline series has been a fun distraction from my normal genres. As of now, it is scheduled to be a trilogy. However, if enough support is generated for a sequel, I might be able to be convinced to do another. That’s up to you. 

Until the next volume: Read all you want, I’ll write more. 

Ray
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Prologue  
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“We’re surrounded,” Rhylie said, barely able to keep his voice below shrill. “They have closed in our escape route.” 

Rowan noted how hard the man fought to hide his concern and remain calm. But this was war. How many were able to keep composed during battle? Well, himself, of course, and Tarney, but Tarney was still in recovery and not here to add his considerable power to their defense.

He glanced around. The small force of a dozen had come to seek the aid of several wild wizards who lived in seclusion in the mountain range a hundred miles from the city. The venture had been a failure. But even as the circle closed in on them and perhaps led to their last moments, Rowan’s thoughts returned to the strange inviting communication he had received from those wizards mere hours before. It was clear now that it had all been a ruse to catch them in the open and whittle down their already depleted numbers. He readied a spell, but his mind was elsewhere. Only one explanation existed for their current predicament. They had a traitor in their midst.

Overhead, a fireball descended toward them, but most of his group were busy fending off other magical attacks and did not see death falling from the sky. Rowan shook aside the offensive spell he was ready to unleash, losing some of the important cached energy he had drawn into himself, and switched to a defensive shield. He readied and cast it in seconds with a few intricate weaves of his fingers and the activation word, “Deflectus.” 

In a blueish flash, a shimmering half shell of light formed over the small band of wizards. Still, he was too late. The shield formed, slicing through the fireball and deflecting a large portion of it, sending a shower of sparks and flame against the rocky mountainside. The portion that sheared off beneath the forcefield exploded on the ground in the middle of four young wizards, incinerating three and leaving the fourth alive but facedown with the back of her body charred black. 

The sight sickened Rowan. He had been too slow, and the others were too inexperienced to be aware of multiple attacks or cover each other. They would all perish on this remote mountain if he didn’t do something. 

He needed time. He straightened his arms with his palms to the ground. In a slow circle, he drew energy from the earth. His arms tensed, and he drew them upward with tremendous exertion as if lifting a heavy weight. Then he bent his elbows, pulling his arms in, and recited words he had learned ages ago. 

“Energeasee. Boltoreadous. Expulosaea. Maximosus.” 

With all the rage he held, and with every bit of strength, Rowan pushed his arms straight out like shoving someone from his path. A stream of ten expanding bolts of power ripped from each finger and spread in a powerful arc of concentrated light down the sloping mountainside, tearing rocks, trees, and humans from the ground. The massive amount of debris fell and rolled hundreds of yards from where he stood.

Before the shattered rock, splintered trees, and broken bodies stopped rolling, Rowan began a second chant. 

“Evoctoris. Spoutourous. Smokilaterolea.”

Tiny wisps of smoke began pouring from the ground wherever Rowan extended his hands. He made a slow circle. By the time he finished, his surviving team was covered by a wall of smoke.

“Quickly. Rhylie, gather everyone to me.” He would have gone to them, but after a dual release of that much energy, he was barely able to stand, let alone walk. As two women, two girls, and four men arrived, Rowan asked Rhylie, “What about Landa?”

The man shook his head. The charred young woman was dead. So much promise, so much energy, so much heart, cut down decades too soon. Rowan shrugged off his anger and guilt. There would be time enough for that later if they survived. 

“Rhylie, I need your assistance. Give me your hand. Everyone gather close. Hold on tight to each other.”

Rowan once more absorbed energy, praying he could hold enough to get them all to safety. 

“Sir,” one of the men said, “the smoke is thinning.” 

Rowan ignored the comment. He needed his full focus. He ripped the energy from Rhylie, pulling it down the man’s arm and up his. Rhylie screamed and arced back, his face aimed toward the sky. “Evoctorum. Acceleracoreum. Transpolocatious. Maximosus.”

In a flash of light, a rush of wind, and a feeling of weightlessness, the group crashed to the ground. They cried out in surprise and pain. Most fell or stumbled over each other. As they regained their equilibrium and untangled, one of the girls cried out, “Billy! Billy!” Her voice increased in volume and panic until she was in a full shriek. “Billy!” 

But the boy was gone.

One of the young women said, “He was holding my hand, but as we began to move, he let go.”

Rowan Vandalue lay staring at the sky, miles from the mountainside. He was too weak to rise and too aggrieved to speak. They had lost another prodigy, making it five on the day. As much as it pained him to admit it, they were losing this war. Bradenbaugh was always one step ahead, and it was costing valuable lives. While his numbers were being eroded one by one, Bradenbaugh seemed to have an endless variety of minions to send against him. He had to find a way to outmaneuver his enemy before he had no one left to stand against him. 

Bradenbaugh would pay with his life for all he had done and all he had taken from this world. Rowan shifted focus. First, he had to find a traitor and deal with him.

Back on the mountainside, a large form exited the smoke, wiping it from his shoulders like it was snow. Initially stunned from the abrupt fall, Billy shook his head to clear his mind, then scrambled to his feet. He took three running steps before someone clotheslined him and sent him crashing to the rocky ground. He moaned. Strong hands lifted him and set him on his knees in front of the hulking shape. 

“We found one, General Perva,” a man in a dark uniform said.

General Perva lowered his bulk toward the man and glared. “Where have they gone?”

“I-I don’t know. They were just gone.”

“Ah, and they left you behind? How sad. Where is their hideout?”

“I-I don’t know. I have never been.”

“You don’t know much, do you?”

He shook his head vigorously. “N-no, sir.”

General Perva straightened and eyed the slowly clearing ground. A woman appeared at his side. 

“They’re gone.”

“We almost had him.”

The woman displayed an evil smile. “What will you tell our master?”

Perva’s eyes flashed from fear to annoyance. “That we cut their numbers down and will proceed with the plan and keep the pressure on.”

“What about our cute little friend here?” She spoke as though talking to a puppy.

“He’s all yours, McGrew.”

“Oh goodie!” She beamed with delight and gave several light claps. 

Billy looked from her to the general. As his gaze switched back to the woman, he caught movement, followed by sharp pain. His mind was confused for a moment before going blank. His body toppled to the ground and lay still as his head bounced down the slope like a rock.

Mad Madelyn McGrew watched the head bounce and roll until it came to a stop near a rock outcropping. As she watched, a gleeful smile stretched across her face. Without taking her gaze from the head, she said, “If you keep disappointing our master, one day that may very well be your head tumbling down a mountain.” She shrieked with delight and began the long hike back to the mountaintop.

General Perva stared a long while at the discarded head.
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Chapter One  
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Three days had passed since the strangers moved into Jeremy’s house. Jeremy considered them strangers not only because they were unknown to him, but their behavior was rather strange and unconventional. He was still struggling to understand what had happened and how he had allowed them to live with him.

Though he was adjusting to this new living arrangement, he fretted about the day Chandra arrived at his door. Her reaction to his new houseguests would not be pleasant. They were already at odds over all that had occurred during his guests’ previous visit. 

The bathroom door opened, and Biatta exited with a towel wrapped around her lithe body and another around her head. “It is wonderful to have hot running water again. I always feel so much better after a shower.” She sat on the stool at the kitchen counter and blotted her hair with the towel.

“Ah, shouldn’t you get dressed?”

She stopped drying her hair to study him. A twinkle lit her eyes. “Does my near nakedness bother you?”

He cleared his throat. “It’s inappropriate. Besides, what would the neighbors think if they saw you sitting here like this?”

She went back to her drying. “When was the last time a neighbor came to the door?”

He cleared his throat again. “That’s beside the point.”

“Do you not find me attractive?”

“Irrelevant. I’m old enough to be your father.”

“How old are you, Jeremy?” 

“Some days, older than others.”

She smiled. “I don’t want you to feel uncomfortable about us being here.” She slid off the stool.

“Why are you here? You seem to avoid that topic each time it is brought up.”

She padded toward her room, Chandra’s old room, then stopped and faced him, holding the towel on her head with both hands but leaving the body towel unattended. “Shall we talk now?”

He swallowed hard and was unable to respond. Instead, he shook his head.

She laughed lightly, the sound filling the room like music. “Give me a moment to get dressed, and we shall have that discussion.”

She disappeared into her room, and Jeremy let out a long, slow breath. He poured another cup of coffee and sat at the kitchen table, staring out the window without seeing outside. So many thoughts raced through his mind. They started with his first encounter with Daria, the second guest in his house. He followed the mental memory trail to the village that was supposedly invisible, yet he could see it plainly. How? He pushed the question aside for the moment. He settled back into the timeline. 

Then there was his second visit to the village and subsequent encounter with a myriad of beings straight out of a fairy tale. Somehow, he had managed to stop a massive charging boar dead in its tracks without ever lifting a finger against it. He should have been impaled and killed. Instead, the beast, which had to have weighed at least five hundred pounds, had had its neck broken. Again, how? 

It all had something to do with the strange way Biatta looked at him. She suspected something about him. Whatever it was made both of them nervous. What it was was a major question he inserted at the front of the growing list right behind who were these people? What did they want from him besides a place to stay and food to eat?

His thoughts shifted to Chandra, his daughter. He didn’t have the energy to go there. One crisis at a time was all his old brain and body could handle.

He heard the bedroom door open. Biatta exited, dressed in clothes she’d borrowed from Miranda’s closet. Miranda. His deceased wife. They were much too old for her. He should take Biatta and Daria shopping, but how much would that cost him? Did it really matter? He had more than enough to live on. Of course, if Chandra caught wind of his shopping binge...No, no. He wasn’t exploring that avenue of conflict. 

Biatta poured a cup of coffee and joined him at the table. Her hair was still damp. He studied her as she sipped and stared out the window. Did she see the same things he did? She had hit the mark on one thing. He did find her extremely attractive, though more in fatherly appreciation than anything remotely romantic. She was tall and lean with long brown hair, rich and bright green eyes, and a soft, unlined face that made her appear younger than she must be. Her features, ethereal in nature and quality, gave her an almost angelic appearance. Almost.

She sat back and crossed her slender legs, Miranda’s pants riding up her calf, still staring out the window. She had to be aware of his scrutiny. She held the mug in front of her lips and blew across it absently. Elegant. That was the word that best described her. He looked away and swallowed a gulp of his now tepid brew.

They sat in silence for a minute; then Biatta said, “Jeremy, what do you know about your family?” She never took her eyes away from the window. The question was asked simply and out of the blue like she was asking about the tree in the front yard.

“My family? I know my parents and my grandparents.” He cocked his head to look at her. “Why?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Her mind appeared to be elsewhere. She turned her soft eyes to him. Though no hint of emotion displayed within them, he felt as if they bored through his skull and into his brain in search of answers. She smiled without sincerity. 

“You have no idea where your family originated from?”

He met her gaze and held it, tired of playing her one-sided game. “You know, I’m not as dense as I may appear. You want information but never provide any about yourself. Maybe it’s time for you to reveal your real purpose here.”

An amused look touched her flawless face. She thought him funny. How old was she? Though she looked young to him, perhaps mid-thirties, she carried herself like someone with decades more life experience. What did they call it...having an old soul? 

The twinkle in her eyes faded, leaving an almost sorrowful gaze. No matter what she was thinking, he knew he was tired of the back-and-forth, or more the lack thereof. It was like playing a tennis match without a ball. The heads swung from side to side with no action to follow.

He offered a polite smile, then stood. Finally, a reaction. His movement caused confusion. Good. 

“I have errands to run. Try not to destroy the house in my absence.” He picked up the keys off the counter and moved toward the door leading to the garage. His hand touched the knob, and Biatta spoke.

“Jeremy, please.” She motioned to his chair. “Sit.”

“Not if it’s going to be more of the same.”

“What I have to say is not easy. It will sound quite foreign and strange to you, but I think it will be extremely important because of what is to come.”

“And what is to come?” he asked, moving behind the chair.

She shook her head and glanced away. “So much—I’m not sure where to start.”

“I hear the beginning is a good place.”

She smiled, this time with warmth. “Please. Sit.”

Jeremy hesitated, then sat. He folded his hands in front of him and waited. 

“I know this may not be how you want me to start, but if you will please oblige me for a minute and allow me to ask a few questions, I will have a better understanding of where the beginning is.”

Jeremy was tempted to stand and go about his errands but decided to give her a few minutes.

“First, can you remember a time when something happened either to you or a family member that was beyond explanation?”

The question took him by surprise. “How so?”

His question seemed to frustrate her. “I don’t know. Just anything out of the ordinary. A sudden dimming, flaring, or flickering of the lights. Something that appeared to float or fly without a source of propulsion? Or perhaps a noise or voice that sounded very close when no one was near?”

What is she getting at? “Are you talking about things like those that happened at your village?”

“Yes, or any other time in your life.”

Jeremy noted tension in her jawline. A fluttering of nervousness in her body like a vibration one felt through the feet when a train passes nearby. Then he made a discovery. Weren’t her eyes green? They were a sharp steel gray now.

“This is very important, Jeremy. Please think back. Can you recall any odd occurrences or behaviors that you had, or maybe your father?”

Oh, this was too much. He was about to say so when she waved a hand in front of him like she was saying farewell. A distant memory flashed, and the image came back. 

He was a boy of perhaps six. They were throwing a football. His father was teaching him how to catch. The ball slipped through his fingers and smacked point first into Jeremy’s forehead. It bounced away, and he gave chase out to the street and into the path of a speeding car. 

When he noticed the car, he froze. Everything around him became a slow-motion movie with him as the star. In the distance, he heard his father shout his name. 

“Je-re-my!” 

The sound was long, like it came through a long tunnel. Then the car took flight, clearing his head by inches. The force of the backdraft knocked him to the ground. The car bounced twice, hit a tree broadside, and wrapped around the trunk like a blanket. 

His father raced in, scooped him up, and hurried into the house. He was placed in bed and covered with a blanket, and his father sat on the edge of the bed and spoke to him in words he didn’t understand. The next morning, he woke and told his father about the strange dream he’d had about a flying car. 

But that was all it was. A dream. Wasn’t it?

Jeremy snapped from his fugue and stared at Biatta. 

“You do remember something, don’t you?”

“I’m—no. It’s not...I don’t know what I remember. It was a long time ago, and as far as I remember, it was nothing more than a dream.”

She nodded sagely, as if she had been there. “Tell me anyway.”

He began to recount the incident, but when he came to the part about the flying car overhead, she stopped him. 

“Close your eyes and picture the car over your head. Not just picture it. See it.” 

He closed his eyes and pulled up the images.

“Slow, now. Take in the details you missed as a child. What do you see?”

Jeremy was suddenly there, an old-man mind in a six-year-old’s body. It was a two-door sportscar. A Mustang with a convertible top. The car lifted off the ground and flew above him. He could feel the rush of the wind the car created. Could feel the heat from the engine and smell the exhaust from the muffler. 

Six-year-old him fell to the ground on his butt and smacked his head on the blacktop. Sixty-year-old him watched the car hit the blacktop, bounce and turn sideways, bounce again, and hit the large, thick tree trunk. The passenger was sent flying, ejected like from a fighter jet. He went headfirst through the windshield of an oncoming truck. The driver covered his face against the body and the sudden barrage of flying glass. With his hands off the wheel, the truck veered off the road and slammed into the tree, pinning and crushing the Mustang into a flattened slab of metal. It was clear neither man survived the impacts. Blood erupted everywhere.

His father carried him, blocking his view from the violence and the gore, but Jeremy saw it all as if it just happened. 

The next image was of him in bed. His father was speaking. The words were clear now yet still not understandable. Jeremy focused harder. It wasn’t that the words all that time ago weren’t clear. They weren’t English. What language was his father speaking?

He heard a snap, and the scene faded. He was back in his kitchen, sitting at the table. Biatta had her elbows on the table and rested her chin on the top of clasped fingers. Her now sparkling blue eyes glimmered. Her breathing was slightly rapid. 

To his surprise, he found a thick line of perspiration had formed across his forehead. He tried to speak but had to swallow twice to lubricate his throat. “Wh-what just happened?”

With awe in her voice, she said, “Magic.”
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Chapter Two  


[image: ]




Daria chose that moment to stagger from her room as she fought an evenly waged battle between sleep and awake. They watched with amusement as she bumped into the wall, having misjudged where the door was, before disappearing into the bathroom amidst a flurry of grumbles. 

The instance passed, bringing them back to focus on the still unbroached subject and explanation Jeremy craved. They remained silent long enough for Daria to stumble out of the bathroom and stand in the hallway, undecided which direction to turn. Her head swung toward them. With slitted eyes she took in the room. Her head turned toward her room. Her arm lifted and pointed toward the room as if guiding her which way to go. She followed her arm, seeking the comfort of her bed over conversation or breakfast, both of which required consciousness.

Biatta smiled in a motherly fashion as the door closed behind Daria.

“She’s a good child,” Jeremy said.

“Yes,” Biatta said with pride and a touch of sadness. “She certainly is.”

“You seem fond of her.”

“Of course I am. I’m fond of all our students.”

“Is that all it is?”

She stiffened, and her eyes narrowed. The gray darkened and hardened. “What does that mean?”

He shrugged, picked up his mug, and studied her over the rim. “Just that your affection appears to be more motherly than teacherly. Is there more of a relationship there?”

“What are you implying?” Her tone held no anger but was firm.

“Nothing.” He sipped the coffee. “Just an observation.”

“Your observation is speculation and nothing more. She is a student whose safety has been entrusted to me.”

“Why her?”

“Why her what?” An annoyance crept into her voice.

“Of all the students I saw at your village, why choose her and only her to protect? It’s obvious there were more students than staff. Why does she deserve one-on-one protection and the others don’t?”

Her eyes flashed a dull red. The suddenness of the change and the unusual hue made Jeremy flinch.

Biatta noticed, and in an instant, a change came over her. She set the mug down, placed her palms on the table, and stood. Jeremy could see the tension in her arms, as if the move took great effort to control.

“My relationship with Daria or any student is none of your concern. Do not make assumptions about things you know nothing about.” She turned to leave.

“That’s kind of the point though, isn’t it? I know nothing about anything where you are concerned, hence the reason for my initial question of why you are here. A question you once again appear to be about to sidestep.”

She sighed. She looked away, then back at Jeremy. “You deserve an explanation. It’s time. Let me check on Daria, and I promise we’ll have that talk.”

“I look forward to it,” he said, but as she turned toward her room, he thought, And to whatever the reason is you duck it.

––––––––
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“YES,” JERRICKA SAID. “This will do nicely.” She scanned the grounds of their new haven. It was a small farm with a large five-bedroom house and three outbuildings. The elderly woman who owned the house would allow them to stay in exchange for maintaining the house and grounds, looking after and harvesting the crops, and feeding the livestock, which consisted of four chickens, two goats, and a cow. 

The woman had lost her husband a month earlier and was unable to keep up with the demands of the property. A bargain was struck. The students and staff agreed to handle the chores in exchange for room and board and no questions. 

“Have the wards been set?”

Jno, her head of security and longtime confidant, said, “Yes, mistress. They have been set, enhanced, and backups were positioned. There is a lot more ground to cover here.”

Jerricka nodded as she continued to inspect their surroundings. “Yes, but the wards take less energy and are easier to maintain than the mass invisibility spell used to hide the village. Check them three or four times daily and adjust them as needed.”

“The ground is much more open,” Jno said, his concern coming through. 

She faced the tall older man and offered a reassuring smile. “True, but we’ll be able to see anyone coming and be ready to react accordingly.” 

“We are also close to others of this world. We risk exposure by staying here.”

Though they were surrounded by woods on three sides, this new retreat was closer to the local population than the previous village. Jerricka was still undecided whether that was a benefit or a detriment to their safety. Would Bradenbaugh send his minions to openly attack them in view of so many witnesses? A stupid question. Of course he would. He wouldn’t think twice about the risk of being seen by or killing them. They meant nothing to him or his plans, but then, life meant nothing to him unless it was his own.

“Jno, we will make the best of this place. Who knows how long we will be here, but until forced to move again, we will adapt. Making friends of a select few of the local population may be beneficial. We’ll discuss this all later.” She pivoted and walked toward the farmhouse. Jno followed.

“Have we heard from the others?”

“Nika’s and Retta’s groups have checked in.”

“And Biatta?”

He frowned. “Nothing, mistress.”

As expected. Biatta had her own agenda. She wished her friend success with whatever it was she sought and prayed it wouldn’t be the undoing of them all. 

“I want to meet with everyone in the barn. Give them time to get settled. An hour. Have food brought in. We will eat as we make plans.”

“As you wish, mistress.” 

As he turned to go, a hand shot out and grabbed his arm. “Thank you, Jno, for everything you have done and for all that you do.” 

He blushed at the intimate moment and touch. She gave his arm a warm squeeze and released him. He left without a word. 

So much had happened in the few short months of their self-imposed exile. Though for the most part their stay in this world had been quiet and peaceful, the events of the past few days weighed like a harbinger of challenges yet to come. How long before Bradenbaugh’s minions found their trail and came hunting? With their numbers now split into three factions...well, four counting Biatta...they might be harder to locate. However, if one of their groups was discovered, her people might no longer have the strength to fend off an attack. Splitting was an enormous gamble. One she prayed she wasn’t forced to regret.

She reached the wide wooden steps of the farmhouse and paused with one foot on the bottom step. Jerricka allowed her gaze to wander over the large structure. It brought back memories of her childhood. She had been raised on a farm in a house much like this one, only two bedrooms fewer. She was the youngest of five children: as many as once lived here. Her childhood house had a large front porch, and this one had a wraparound porch covering three sides. Her house had also been wood construction, but this one was better cared for and did not look its age, which she was sure was more than a hundred years old. 

Her mood darkened. That time had been too short. Not enough memories remained. After being expelled from her family home, she had been forced to live on the streets. That was where Vandalue had found her. That moment had changed her life and led to this moment. For better or for worse? That was still to be determined.

Not for the first time she reminisced about what her life might have been like had her—no, this was not a time for looking back. Now was the time for looking ahead and planning on how to keep them all alive. For whatever reasons, her past had brought her to this moment, and she vowed she would not fail those entrusted to her care.

At the top of the stairs, she turned left, the sound of her heels clopping on the painted wooden planks reminding her of her mother. Each morning after breakfast, her mother had gathered up the vegetables and potatoes to be used for the evening meal and took them to the porch. There she’d sat on a glider and peeled, cut, or shucked while staring off across the fields. 

Jerricka sat on a similar glider now. Despite her desire to push the memories from her mind, they persisted.

When Jerricka was old enough, she would join her mother on the porch and help. The warm memories of what felt like generations ago washed over her. How long had it been before it all fell apart and she ended up on the city streets, begging or stealing food? How long between then and the first coming of her abilities, when her warm and loving parents had turned her away from the family?

The comforting memories burst like a soap bubble. Anger rose from the depths where she had long ago hidden the remembrances away. Jerricka allowed the fury to percolate for a moment before letting it go like exhaling a long breath. She only wanted to remember the early years. Nothing after the change. It took a long time to get over the sudden abandonment, and a longer time to trust. She had forgiven her mother years ago. She would not be the woman she was today or wield the power she possessed had her mother not banished her from the family home.

The outer door cracked against the frame and snapped her from her thoughts. The old woman, Elsbeth, came around the corner of the house, carrying two large bowls, each filled with potatoes, carrots, and onions. She stopped when she spotted Jerricka. 

“Oh! I didn’t see you there, dearie. That’s my working chair. Would you mind moving to the next one?”

Jerricka smiled and stood. “Of course, Elsbeth. Can I help you with anything?”

“I’m just getting things ready for dinner. There’s a lot more to feed now, so I thought I’d get a head start.” 

The old woman backed up to the glider. When her calves touched, she lowered as best she could and dropped the last few inches, causing the glider to slide back to its fullest extension. She set one bowl down and extended the second toward Jerricka. “If you are serious about helping, these carrots need peeled.”

Jerricka smiled, took the bowl, and sat on an old wooden rocker next to the glider. 

“I was just reminiscing about when I was a girl on our family farm. I used to sit on the porch with my mother and do the same thing.” She found a metal peeler in the bowl and smiled. Elsbeth had been prepared for assistance. She picked up a carrot and went to work.

“Where was your farm?”

“Oh, a long way from here.”

An hour later, Jerricka stood in the barn, facing her remaining staff and students. Spread out on hay bales were twelve students, ten girls and two boys, ranging in age from ten to seventeen. Though they had been through quite an ordeal over the past month, they displayed little concern on their young faces. The resiliency of children, she thought.

“This will be our new home. How long we will remain is unknown, but we shall treat it like home. Ms. Elsbeth is to be given the proper respect she deserves. Any who dares treat her otherwise will be the recipient of my wrath.” She glared at them to reinforce her words. Several of the younger students leaned back, perhaps fearing something painful might shoot from her eyes.

“We will adhere to a strict schedule. You will rise early and perform your assigned chores. We will break for the morning meal, then return to finish your chores. After a short break, you will meet with your instructors and resume your curriculums. 

“After the evening meal, we will meet for an evening lecture before heading off to bed.”

A low grumble escaped several of the children. Jerricka fought back the urge to shout at them. After all, they were children. But even as that thought entered her mind, her anger flared anew. “I will not tolerate any further outbursts. Your lives may depend on how well you learn to follow a schedule and learn your lessons. This is not the academy or your own world. We are in a strange place, facing many unknowns, while being pursued by people who would much prefer you dead. Your survival depends on how well and how fast you can learn to protect yourselves and your friends. Look around you. Would you want to be responsible for one or more of your friends perishing because learning your lessons was too much work?”

Jerricka drew in a long breath to calm her voice. Two of the students had their heads bent, crying softly.

“I am sorry, but you are going to be required to grow up much faster than is normal. You will have the next few hours to yourself before the evening meal. Afterward, we will meet back here before bed. Your schedule begins tomorrow. Staff, I will speak to you once the room is cleared.” 

She turned and moved to the corner of the barn as a few last-minute directions were given and the students vacated.

When they were finished, the staff joined around her. With twenty other students occupying a more rustic location twenty miles to the north and a third batch being fostered in local homes, the staff was limited to two instructors in the arts, Nika and Retta, and two male defenders, Chase and Martine. Jno was the head of security and went wherever Jerricka did. 

“We are going to have to work hard to train the students. They will be split into three groups. Retta, you will teach basic offensive spells to those who can handle the power and are mature enough mentally and physically. Do not get fancy. Simple is best. Nika, you will see to their defensive spells.” She spoke over the younger woman’s protests. “Even though some of them are not ready, they must have a rudimentary knowledge. Their lives may depend on it.” 

She eyed Nika, waiting for acknowledgment. When she nodded her acceptance, Jerricka turned her attention to the men. “Chase, you are to teach them hand-to-hand skills. Teach whatever they can absorb, and customize the lessons toward each student’s strengths.”

“Am I allowed to teach knife skills?” Chase asked.

“If any are advanced enough.” 

To Martine she said, “Teach them how to gather food, herbs, and other ingredients safely. If separated, they need to know how to feed themselves and find spell ingredients. Each student will do two of the three classes each day. Each session will be two hours. Nika, make up the schedules, please.”

She looked at each face, then added, “Jno will assist where needed, as will I. I will give the evening lectures. I need not remind you what is at stake. Teach as if their lives depend on the knowledge you impart because they do. Keep them close and keep a watchful eye on our surroundings. Danger may come from any direction and at any time. We are all that stands between those children and survival. They need to know how to protect themselves and each other and survive on their own should we fail.”
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Biatta found her starting point. “It was almost ninety years ago. Before...” She hesitated. “Both of our times. Few people know the story and fewer know the truth.”

“How do you know your version is the truth?” Jeremy asked, interrupting.

Biatta smiled. “For the moment, and until I’m sure of what I surmise, let’s assume it is.”

Jeremy blinked a few times, then nodded.

“In our world, magic exists. If you can accept that, then what I have to say will make sense.”

She waited, watching him. 

“I’m still listening,” he said.

“Okay. As I said, magic exists in our world. Few people have the ability to use the art, and even fewer can do so with any skill. That’s why our academy exists. So we can find and train those with talent in a way to keep them and the general populace safe.

“Throughout our history, tales have been passed down about magic, magicians, and the feats they have performed or the savagery and devastation they have caused. Over the generations, our kind have survived several cleansing attempts by non-magic users. Those usually occur after some magician unleashes an evil upon the world that destroys the fragile bond between magic wielders and non-magic folk. Each time, the general public has risen up and wiped out any of those suspected of having magic ability. Many were killed just for being different, though they never displayed any form of magic.”

“This sounds like the Salem witch hunts.”

“I’m not sure what that is, but if you see a correlation, then yes, like that.”

Before Biatta continued, a loud knock on the front door drew their attention. For the briefest of moments, Biatta paled. Then in a burst of motion, she was out of her chair and down the hall. Jeremy watched her go, unsure if he should answer the door. The knock came again, followed by a weak voice. 

“Dad?”

A sharp pain lanced at Jeremy’s heart, a mix of fear and elation. 

“Nick?” 

He shot from his chair, sending it bouncing into the wall, and hurried to the door. Without looking, he unlocked the door and pulled it open.

Behind him he heard, “No! Don’t!” but the door was already open. He ignored Biatta as his eyes focused on his son. He hadn’t seen the boy for several years, and though the time had not been kind to Nick, he had no doubt who stood on his doorstep.

Distantly aware of running steps behind him, Jeremy flung the door open and stepped onto the porch. 

“Nick.” He wrapped his son in a tight embrace. “Oh, my boy, it is so good to see you.” Warm tears flowed down his face. He fought back sobs and squeezed tighter. It took several moments to realize Nick was not hugging him back. 

“Jeremy,” Biatta said, “quick, bring him inside.” Her hand gently touched his shoulder. “Hurry.”

Jeremy stepped back and held Nick at arm’s length. Nick’s head lolled to the side. His eyes were barely open and unfocused. Oh no. Is he on drugs? Has he overdosed? Nick looked so thin and weak. Jeremy scooped up his almost thirty-year-old boy and carried him inside. 

Biatta cupped Nick’s head in her palms to keep it from drooping. Jeremy set him down on the sofa and knelt beside him. “Nick, Nick, can you hear me? It’s your dad, Nick.”

Biatta knelt next to him, her hands roaming his body. She slid to the side, nudging Jeremy out of the way. She placed one hand on Nick’s forehead and the other over his heart. She mumbled something Jeremy did not understand. He became aware of a soft blue hue peeking out between her palm and Nick’s head. He wanted to speak but didn’t want to break her concentration. He had no idea what she was doing but found he trusted that it was not detrimental to Nick’s well-being.

Biatta arched backward, her faced tilting toward the ceiling. Again she mumbled words that sounded nonsensical to Jeremy. She took a deep breath, shuddered, and slumped low to the floor. 

“Daria, bring me my bag. Hurry.”

Jeremy was unaware the child was behind them. Without a word, she bolted down the hall.

Throat constricted by worry, Jeremy was unable to ask questions. He watched as Biatta hiked up Nick’s dingy T-shirt and probed his torso with her long slender fingers.

Daria returned. She had the bag open and rummaged around inside. When she withdrew her hand, it held a small glass vial with a white label around its circumference like a prescription pill bottle. Biatta turned toward Daria, saw the vial, and read the label. A smile flickered across her face. 

“Well done, child.” 

She turned her attention back to Nick and plucked the tiny cork from the vial. Once more she chanted, this time over the vial; then she gripped Nick’s chin, pulled down his jaw, and tapped one drop of a thick amber liquid into his mouth. She closed his mouth, handed the vial back to Daria without looking, then clamped both hands over his mouth. 

Biatta straightened to her full kneeling height and pressed her weight down on her hands. Before Jeremy could object, Nick’s eyes flew open wide, his body convulsed, and he screamed against her hands. His body bounced on the sofa like he was being dribbled by an unseen basketball player. 

Panic-stricken at the sight of his long-lost son in what he perceived as death’s embrace, Jeremy lunged for her arm to break her hold. Biatta turned to him, her face unrecognizable as the beautiful woman he’d just had coffee with, and spoke in a deep voice that had him thinking she was possessed. “No.” The voice seemed to rumble off the walls. 

Jeremy balked at the tone and the horrid sight. Daria rushed to his side and gently guided his hands away. “Trust her, Jeremy. He will be all right.” A full minute later, the convulsions subsided, and Nick slumped back.

Biatta removed her hands and sat back on her haunches. Her shoulders rounded like she was exhausted from a great effort. She drew in three deep breaths, then placed her fingers on either side of Nick’s head at the temples. Again she closed her eyes, chanted, and worked her fingers as if massaging to relieve a migraine. After several minutes, strain showed on her face. Lines appeared on her forehead as the effort of whatever she was doing intensified. Then, in a rush of exhaled air, she slumped back, her fingers trailing along Nick’s body, then fell off.

“What-what just happened?” Jeremy asked.

Before Biatta replied, Nick’s eyes opened. They were clouded, watery, and almost colorless.

In a weak voice, he said, “White lady. You’re the white lady.” Then his body stiffened, and a deep, rumbling demonic voice erupted from his throat. “They are coming. They are coming. They are coming.” His body went slack. His head lolled to the side, and his eyes closed.

“Nick!” Jeremy shouted, pushing Biatta out of the way. He shook his son. “Nick! Wake up! Nick, can you hear me?” Desperately, Jeremy tried to get a response. When none came, he started to rise. “I have to call 911.”

Biatta placed a weakened hand on his arm. He barely felt it. Daria said, “Jeremy, wait.”

Perplexed, confused, and frantic, Jeremy swung a wild unfocused gaze her way. 

“Biatta is trying to tell you something.” She ran to him and took his other arm and shook it. “Listen to her.”

Jeremy glanced down at Biatta. Her face was pale. She appeared on the verge of passing out. She spoke, but it was so soft he could not hear. Her grip tightened on his arm, and she pulled him closer. “He is fine. Resting. Trust”—her eyes rolled up—“me.” She slumped to the floor. 

Jeremy was too overwrought to react. Daria stepped in front of him and bent to Biatta. “Help me lower her to the floor.”

“What?”

“Jeremy, help me.”

“Oh, oh! Of course.” 

He bent down on one knee, and the two of them straightened her out. Daria snatched a throw pillow off the sofa and slid it under her head. 

“Go in her room and get a blanket,” Daria said.

Still confused and unsure of what was happening, Jeremy went to do as ordered without a word. He returned with the blanket from her bed and handed it to Daria. The young girl took care to place it over her teacher’s body before standing. 

“Daria, what is going on?”

Daria glanced from Biatta to Nick. “They are both fine. They just need some rest.”

“Are you sure I shouldn’t call an ambulance?”

She bent over Nick, licked her finger, and put it beneath his nose. “He’s breathing. He will wake when he’s ready. Like Biatta said, trust her.”

Jeremy didn’t know what to do. He placed his hands over his face and peered through the spindles of his fingers. Daria took his arm and guided him to the kitchen table. She sat and said, “I’m starved. Got anything to eat?”

He looked at her, nodded, and in a daze went about making her breakfast. As he worked, his mind wandered back to the last time he saw his son. It had been at Miranda’s funeral. He thought he’d caught sight of him in the distance. He’d come to say goodbye to his mother but didn’t want to get too close. That had pained Jeremy since he was responsible for chasing Nick away. 

Afterward he searched for Nick, but Chandra had not seen him and didn’t believe he was there. She had given up on her brother a long time ago. She had witnessed his slide into drug-induced darkness, and though she initially supported and defended him, when he stole from her, that was over. She was done with him and didn’t want him anywhere near her children.

Jeremy recalled the last time they had spoken in person. They’d had a terrible fight that night. Miranda was ill and showing the first signs of the then undiagnosed cancer that eventually took her. She was in bed, in pain, and upset. Jeremy took out his worry on his son in the form of anger. 

“You’re a drug addict. You see how that is affecting your mother?”

“Dad, you don’t understand. I don’t want to take drugs. I need to take them.”

“That’s the definition of an addict.”

“It’s because of the voices. I can’t shut them off. The drugs help. Otherwise, I can’t sleep.”

“If you are going to continue taking drugs, you can find somewhere else to sleep.”

And he had. After a lot more arguing and yelling, Nick left. Initially, he stayed with Chandra. Three days later, feeling worse, Jeremy took Miranda to the hospital, where she was diagnosed with breast cancer. Jeremy wanted to keep it from the kids, at least for a while, but Miranda insisted, and he called Chandra. The next day, Nick was gone without a word. Not to him, which he understood, but not to his mother either.

Did he blame himself for his mother’s condition? He called Miranda periodically to check on her health, but she never saw her son again. That had hurt her right to the end. Jeremy carried the guilt of that denial all these years later. It had been his fault that Nick left. But what could Jeremy do? The boy refused any offer of help. All he had tried to do was scare his son into at least trying to get off the drugs, but he never accepted. Why? Because of voices in his head. What kind of voices did he hear? Maybe Jeremy should have found out more rather than chase Nick away.

Well, he was here now. This time he would listen. He turned his face upward. 

“He’s back, Miranda. This time I’m going to help him. I promise. I’ll make it right.”
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Chapter Four  
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Nick slept most of the day. Jeremy kept watch over him with growing impatience for him to wake. He debated calling Chandra to tell her the news and twice had his phone in hand to do so but decided against it until he spoke with Nick. He also wanted to finish his aborted discussion with Biatta, but she remained in her room where they had moved her, apparently recovering from whatever it was she had done to Nick. 

Was it truly magic like in the books and movies? If so, how did it exist? It all seemed too farfetched for his old, tired mind. And what was her interest in his ancestors? She still hadn’t established why she was here. He wanted answers. He knew they had to be right in front of him, yet they were just out of reach.

He focused on Nick’s last words before succumbing to unconsciousness. White lady. Did he mean Biatta, whom Jeremy had come to know as the lady in white? If so, how was he even aware of her? Had she done an internet search and reached out to him? Unlikely, but how else to explain his sudden reappearance?

And what about the other part? They are coming. Who was coming? What did they want, and more importantly, why did Nick sound so afraid when he said it? Too many questions. He had half a mind to stand up and scream for everyone to wake up. Where was Daria? Maybe she had some answers. He glanced around, but she was not in sight. He couldn’t remember the last time he saw her. It was sometime after moving Biatta to the bedroom. Was she hiding in her room, avoiding his questions?

He checked the wall clock for the hundredth time. A little after three. Nick had been out over six hours now. Jeremy stood, intent on rousing his son, but as he looked down at the calm sleeping face, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. His color looked better; his face looked younger than it had when he arrived. He brushed loose strands of hair back from Nick’s face. A feeling of calm settled into his core. He paced the room several times before stopping at the front window.

A low light-gray sky hung over the area, reminding him of impending snow even though they were a good month away. Perhaps it was an omen. Maybe that was what Nick was warning them about. They are coming. Maybe they were early snowstorms.

As if Jeremy’s thought had connected with Nick’s subconscious, he began chanting, “They are coming. They are coming. They are coming.”

Jeremy hastened to his son’s side. He was still out. His body was shut down, but his mind was working overtime. 

“They are coming. They are coming. They are coming.” The cadence increased in speed.

Down the hall, a door swung open, hitting the inner wall of the bedroom with a loud smack. Running footsteps brought Biatta to the front room in seconds. Her face was wan, making her look much older. She pulled a green sweater around her slender frame as she stopped to gaze down at Nick.

“They are coming. They are coming. They are coming.” The words came faster and louder.

“What does it mean?” Jeremy asked.

She shook her head but did not take her eyes from Nick. Was that fear in her eyes? Jeremy stepped in front of her to wake Nick, but she gripped his arm with more strength than he thought she could possess and kept him back. 

“We must hear this through,” she said.

“They are coming, they are coming, they are coming.”

“Daria,” Biatta called.

“Here,” the girl replied and stood next to her mentor.

Faster the words poured forth, running together in one long word.

“Theyarecomingtheyarecomingtheyare—”

He stopped with an eerie abruptness. They released a collective breath, waiting for what was to come next. Then, in a slow, clear, and calm voice, Nick said, “They are here.”

Biatta turned to Daria. “Quick, child. Shield. Like I taught you.”

They both began reciting words that made no sense to Jeremy and waving arms, hands, and fingers in bizarre patterns.

Then the front door exploded inward, ripping from its hinges, and flew across the room, where it crashed against the wall. Jeremy shouted from surprise, then fear but remained calm enough to drop to the floor and cover Nick with his body. Unable to see from his position, he became aware of a thundering roar like a high-speed train had just rumbled through the living room. Shades of light and dark flashed overhead like combatants on some strange virtual-reality battlefield. 

He glanced up and could see the strain on Daria’s and Biatta’s faces as they continued their strange dance. At one point, the room was so filled with smoke that he lost visual connection with everything, including his son, whom he was lying across. Light flashed like lightning behind heavy clouds. Then came a rumble, a flash, and a scream, followed by the odor of cooked meat. 

He had no idea what was going on only feet from him but knew it wasn’t somewhere he wanted to be. He slid off the sofa to his knees, pulling Nick toward him, and lifted him over his shoulder. Jeremy tried to stand but lost his balance, bumping into a leg. He placed a hand down to stabilize and felt the coffee table. With a push he stood but stayed in a crouch, then walked blindly toward where he thought the hallway must be. 

With an outstretched hand, he found the wall and slid along it until he found the gap leading to the bedrooms. Visibility wasn’t much better there. He kept his hand on the wall for guidance and kept moving past the bathroom and into his bedroom. He closed the door. Though hazy, the interior of the room was at least visible. He set Nick down on the bed as gently as possible, then searched for a weapon. He had none but made a mental note that if he survived this attack and Biatta and Daria continued to stay here, he would get one.

With the same suddenness the assault began, it ceased. The ensuing silence created even more tension than did the sounds of battle. If someone other than Biatta or Daria came through that door, he wanted something to defend with. His eyes settled on a lamp on the nightstand. He moved fast, tore the cord from the wall, and lifted the wood and glass lamp. He hefted it and faced the door, ready to strike anyone who entered. An image of Miranda flitted through his mind. It had taken months of searching and deliberation before she’d settled on these lamps, and here he was, ready to destroy one in a violent moment.

Voices he didn’t recognize traveled down the hall. He wanted to call out, but if whoever the enemy was had won, he didn’t want to draw their attention. Soft footfalls padded closer. He took a step toward the door and raised the lamp. His muscles vibrated with nervous energy. He held the heavy lamp in a swinging position, poised and ready. The doorknob turned, or so he thought. The haze in the room made it difficult to be sure.
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