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Chapter 1

With her head pressed against the passenger side window, Roni rapped her knuckles against the glass and imagined her fingers around the throat of her grandmother. The green hills of Ireland rolled by as Gram drove their rental car ever deeper into the heart of the country, and though a gentle rain caused the lush grass to glisten, the beauty of this foreign country could not outweigh Roni’s inner fire. When it came to driving Roni crazy, Gram had never lost her touch.

“Are you going to talk to me, yet?” she asked Gram. “You barely said a word on the flight over and we’ve been in this car for a half-hour now. Shouldn’t I know what kind of situation I’m going into? I get that you like to be in control all the time, but you’re no longer the leader of this group. A little teamwork would be appreciated.”

Gram, a sturdy woman in her seventies, patted the crucifix pendant resting on the shelf of her bosom. “You have got to stop being so naïve. You think you understand everything, but then you make all sorts of misjudgments based on your ignorance.”

“How am I supposed to learn anything when you won’t tell me?”

The argument was too familiar, but Roni could not let it slide. Back home in Pennsylvania, things would be different. She could seek refuge at her desk in the Grand Library several secret floors below the family bookshop, In The Bind. She could bury her head amongst all the old journals detailing centuries of the history and events that shaped the Parallel Society. Or she could work on her favorite side-project — mapping out the endless, twisting caverns beneath the store that connected to Gram’s office and housed the numerous books that were part of their sacred duty.

But this is was not Pennsylvania. This was not the Grand Library. This was Roni’s first overseas trip as a member of the Parallel Society and she didn’t want to blow it.

Trying to sound more like the adult she was and not the sulking teenager of long ago, Roni said, “Sully is the leader now. He ordered me on this trip, and that means that I am part of this.”

“No, dear. It means that Sully believes you are ready to learn more. Not participate. Simply observe and learn.”

“That’s it? Don’t get me wrong. I’m thrilled to be here, but if I’m just supposed to stay in the background, then what was the point of treating this like a team? He told me I’d be a big help to you. Why send us both?”

Clenching and unclenching the steering wheel, Gram said, “You have a lot to learn. Listening should be at the top of the list. Sully and Elliot and I are not going to live forever. We’re old and we’re tired of running the Society ourselves. When you take over, it’s essential that you understand all aspects that exist regarding the work we do.”

“Which is why your silent treatment is so damn infuriating.”

“Watch your language.”

“Sorry, but you are acting foolish. Have you learned nothing from the way you led us before? Playing everything close to the vest does not help the team work smoothly. At least give me something so I know what to be observing and learning from.”

“You never change,” Gram said.

Roni could not miss the bait in her grandmother’s words but locked her jaw to prevent her mouth from digging deeper. She knew she was right – they had to work together — but she had to give the old woman some slack. After all, less than a year ago, Gram had been top dog in the Society. She had controlled things for so long that she must have expected to do so until her death. But Roni’s involvement in the caverns with a creature called a hellspider led to a change of leadership.

She wasn’t so sure Gram had forgiven her. That Sully — short, bald, with tufts of white hair ringing his head — had taken over and showed the makings of a strong leader probably irked Gram more. He was thoughtful and considerate, even if a bit reticent about taking the role away from Gram. It helped that his best friend, Elliot, always stood by his side.

The two old men had been like uncles to Roni as she grew up, and they saw her off on this trip as if sending her away to college. Elliot, smelling of campfire smoke, had pulled her into a firm hug.

Born in Kenya, raised in England, and settled in the US, he had a deep exacting way of speaking and a broad smile that brightened his dark features. “Trust Sully and trust your Gram. I know there is much you don’t understand, but we need you to be on this trip.”

Elliot’s words echoed in Roni’s head each time she felt the fire within burning hotter. Staring at the Irish hills drifting by, she swallowed back her biting comments and exhaled long and slow. “I will stand back and observe, and I will learn. If you need my help capturing this rift, you merely have to ask.”

Though Gram kept her eyes forward on the road, Roni thought she caught the woman lifting her chin in triumph.

“We will not be capturing this rift,” Gram said. “It’s been tried before, and so far, nobody in the Society has figured out how to do it. The rift had been stabilized, for lack of better word, and every year I travel to Ireland to make sure that the system we have in place continues to operate safely.”

“Wait, so, this is a maintenance check?”

“Of a sort.”

Roni put her head against the glass again. “Unbelievable. I have a lot of work to do back in the Grand Library, and you all have sent me out here to watch you look at a bunch of books and say, Yup they’re still there.”

“What do you think the Parallel Society is all about? We are keepers of a simple and pure task — to secure these accidental rifts that open between our universe and others. It is not supposed to be about excitement and daring. We try to avoid those kinds of situations from occurring. If we do our jobs right, everything is quiet and nothing is happening. It’s that simple.”

“You create chains and magic books that hold these universes, Elliot and his cane can heal people and open locks and I don’t even know what else. And don’t get me started on Sully and his golems. What’s simple about that?”

Gram’s mouth tightened with a knowing smirk. “You’re still upset that you don’t have a special power.”

“No.” Maybe. “I’m upset because you all keep asking me to prepare to lead this group in order to go on saving our world and yet you continually try to shelter me from what we have to face.”

The road twisted and curved in such a haphazard manner that Roni had long ago lost her sense of direction.

Like the sudden appearance of a lighthouse on a foggy night, Gram calmed her tone and said, “Very well. Listen carefully so that you are prepared for what we’re going to face.”

Roni straightened in her seat and adjusted the seatbelt so she could better pay attention in comfort.

Gram continued, “There will be at least four women at the compound. Pay attention to the layout of the buildings, and be sure to observe the power dynamics between the women. It can change more often than you think. We will be escorted into an underground room where we will find the rift. If any of the set up needs to be adjusted or replaced, I will handle it. Try to avoid talking to any of the women without being rude, unless they ask you a question directly, of course. They will seem nice, kind, possibly even warm or open-minded. Don’t believe it.”

Gram pulled over to the side of the road where a metal gate led to a dirt road trailing off into the hills. She turned towards Roni. “I am no longer the leader of this group, but I am the leader of this mission. Once we are there, you do what I say. Do not question me in front of these women. It could be very dangerous.”

“Got it. Don’t trust the women. Follow your orders. Anything else?”

“Don’t show me any disrespect or attitude.” Before Roni could say a word, Gram raised her hand. “I’m not saying that as the person who raised you. I’m saying that because these women will pick up on your attitude towards me. If they sense any weakness, we could be in a lot of trouble.”

Reading the seriousness on Gram’s face, Roni nodded. “I can do that.”

“Good. Now go outside and open the gate.”

Digesting all that Gram had said, Roni hurried out of the car to swing open the gate. The rusty metal whined like a bratty child. After Gram drove through, Roni closed the gate, and as she headed back to the car, she noticed a wooden sign under the protection of an alder tree.

Though weeds crept over one corner of the sign, the words could still be made out:

 

Croghan Abbey

County Offlay

 

Buckling into her seat, Roni said, “Is this a place for nuns?”

“Of a sort,” Gram said as she headed up the dirt road. “They are no longer connected with the Catholic Church, though they have many of the same trappings. But don’t be fooled. These women can be very dangerous. They are not to be trusted.”

Driving onward, the trees thickened around them, blocking most of the daylight and cooling the air fast. It reminded Roni of the first time she stepped foot into the caverns below the bookstore — the way the temperature stayed cool no matter what the outside world was like. A chill crossed her skin.

“Got it,” she said. “Don’t trust the nuns.”

 

 


Chapter 2

Roni peered into the shadowy forest as the wheels crunched the dirt and rocks below. No wonder all the old fairytales equated the forest with witchcraft and evil. Everywhere Roni looked, she saw shadows moving, lurking, watching her from the darkness. Just like discovering familiar images in the clouds, searching for horrors in the shadows proved every bit as easy.

The road broke free of the forest and led to a large, wide clearing. As they curved up a slight incline, Roni spotted a lake off to her right. To the left, a path led back into the woods. Ahead, the road opened into a large circle with a statue of the Virgin Mary in the center. With her arms held wide and open as she gazed down upon all approaching vehicles, she offered her Mona Lisa grin that both welcomed and warned all who approached.

Flower beds filled with purple butter wort and blue-eyed grass bordered the circle, and on the left, the main church rose high towards Heaven. Medieval in design, it had a bell tower up front and a long section going on out the back. To the left of the church, a colonnade walkway led to a bland, squarish building. To the right, a similar set up ended in another bland building. Off the far end of the circle, the road continued. In the distance, Roni saw a barn. Beyond that, tall corn grew in rows that stretched on as far as she could see.

The rain had ceased, and two women wearing black habits with white-trim wimples stood outside. They watched as Gram parked the car and stepped out. The older of the two women moved forward. She had a pudgy face and a stern mouth, and Roni suspected that a simple glance from her could stop a middle school classroom in its tracks.

“Lillian, it’s so good to see you,” the woman said.

Gram shook the woman’s hand, then gestured to Roni. “This is my granddaughter, Veronica. She goes by Roni.” Gram waved Roni over. “This is Sister Mary.”

Roni got out of the car and shook hands with the Sister. “Pleasure to meet you.”

Sister Mary gestured behind her without taking her eyes off Roni. “This is Sister Claudia. She’s young enough to be my granddaughter.”

Gram forced a chuckle and Sister Mary laughed harder than necessary. Sister Claudia stepped forward and shook hands with both women. She had a deceptive, gentle touch — bordering on frail.

“You’ll find that everything is in order,” Sister Mary said, lacing her fingers under her belly. “We take our duty very seriously.”

Gram patted her crucifix. “I’ve never known you to do otherwise.”

Both women appeared eminently pleased with each other. Gram even smiled wide enough to show her teeth — something Roni had never seen before and hoped never to see again.

Sister Claudia’s eyes narrowed and with a stiff arm, she gestured toward the church. “Perhaps we should show you the rift so you may complete your inspection and be on your way.”

Sister Mary’s hard glower forced Sister Claudia to lower her head and step back. “I apologize,” Sister Mary said to Gram. “This one is under my tutelage. She will be taking over running the Abbey when I am no longer able. As you can see, she still has much to learn.”

Gram tilted her head toward Roni. “I have one of my own.”

The two old women shared a more authentic chuckle before Sister Mary led the way inside.

The narthex of the church consisted of a wide, flat stone flooring, highly polished wood trim around white plaster walls, and two heavy, rounded doors made of wood with black iron straps. On either side of the doors, statues of Jesus and Mary stood. Gesturing toward the right, Sister Mary led the way to a narrow door that opened onto a narrower staircase winding clockwise downward.

Stopping at the door, Sister Mary opened her mouth and from the shape of her lips, Roni expected to hear a simple caution — watch your step.

But then the screams came.

Sister Mary’s hand covered her mouth. “Sister Susan. Sister Rachel.”

Gram leapt to the stairwell and soared downward. The two nuns flew in behind her, leaving Roni to bring up the rear. Though she had seen Gram act fast before, Roni caught a glimpse of panic on the old woman’s face — a new and different kind of fear.

The screams grew louder as they descended further under the church. The narrow, spiraling staircase made each footfall dangerous. Roni felt like a bug swirling down the drain, and she let out a held breath when they finally reached the bottom.

Though not as deep as the full length of the church, the cellar stretched far enough to accommodate a small gathering. Several feet ahead, Roni witnessed the rift flickering light in all directions — a swirling cylinder of red and orange like a fiery storm. The cylinder hovered about six inches off the ground and stopped just shy of the ceiling. Eight books on eight stands encircled this rift to another universe — at least, they were supposed to.

Three of the stands had been knocked over and their books strewn across the floor. Sister Susan and Sister Rachel sat nearby nursing a bleeding head wound for one and a bloody nose for the other.

Heat radiated off the rift. Air howled around them. Weaving in and out of that noise, Roni picked up on pained screams like the cries of children being tortured. Or animals. Or even the horrid shrieks of creatures unknown. The sounds shifted as if arriving on waves.

Gram stood where the gap from fallen books had been formed. She held open a book of her own. With her left foot planted behind for support, she pushed the book forward as if fighting against a heavy storm wind.

Over her shoulder, she said, “Quit gawking. Reset the books.”

Roni rushed over to the nearest bookstand and set it in place. Divots on the floor made it easy to see the correct positioning. A long chain stretched from the bookstand to the spine of one book — red leather cover with gold trim. Roni reeled it in and set the book on the stand, opening it to face the rift. A warm, yellow glow emanated from the book and the roiling cylinder of energy dimmed slightly. The howling wind lessened.

Snapping her fingers at Sister Claudia, Roni said, “Are you going to help?”

Scowling, Sister Claudia uttered a soft but quick prayer before hurrying over to set up another bookstand.

Roni docked the final stand behind Gram. Having dealt with Gram’s chains before, Roni found the alligator clip that secured the chain to the stand and yanked it off. Helping Gram avoid tripping on the stand, Roni guided her back until she could set the book down. With a flick of her wrist, Gram produced a new chain from the sleeve of her blouse. She secured the chain to the stand and punctured the book’s spine with the other end.

Sister Claudia finished setting her book on its stand, but when she opened it a rod of energy snapped out of the cylinder like a lance and pierced the book, knocking it and Sister Claudia to the floor. Gram and Roni raced over to reset the stand while Sister Mary attended to her fellow nuns. As Roni replaced the stand in its proper position and Gram produced a fresh book, a strange, haunted noise came from the rift.

Roni looked back. Her mouth dried from being locked open. Her eyes widened.

A young girl appeared in the center of the firestorm — her hair parted in the middle and a peace sign pendant around her neck. She stared back at Roni like some burning mirror image. Only the closer Roni looked, the less she saw of her own face. Rather, she spotted a glimpse of herself from long ago — a younger version from a time before she had been born.

But then the mirror image raised its head, looking beyond Roni. The girl’s chin trembled. She lifted a hand, reaching out through the cylinder, covered in swirls of orange and red. She reached for Gram.

“Mom?” the girl said.

As Roni snapped her head around to face Gram, the final book slid into place and was opened. Roni turned back to the cylinder and the girl had disappeared. The stormy cyclones within the cylinder muted in color and intensity. The horrid sounds diminished.

With her skin paling and her eyes searching the rift, Gram stood petrified like an alabaster statue. Her eyes welled, but tears did not fall. Roni had never seen such weakness in her grandmother.

The word stroke popped in her mind. As she scrambled through her thoughts for the symptoms of such a thing, another part of Roni warned that this would not be so simple. She took a hesitant step closer to Gram. Her grandmother’s eyes snapped upon hers. Roni froze.

“Come with me,” Sister Mary said in a gentle tone.

At first, Roni thought the nun spoke to her. However, the woman put her arm around Gram and the two shuffled toward the stairs.

“Wait,” Roni said, but Sister Mary kept Gram moving.

Before Roni could follow, Sister Claudia stepped in her way. “We need your help here.”

“That’s my grandmother. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

“Sister Mary can take care of her just fine. But you and your grandmother came here to help with this rift. Do you want to explain to those women why we failed to finish securing things down here?”

Roni brushed by Sister Claudia and put one foot on the bottom stair. She glanced back at the cylinder of energy and the eight books surrounding it. If three of them had fallen so easily, they needed to make sure the rest were steadied, that they would remain standing. The two injured nuns needed first-aid. That left Sister Claudia and Roni to take care of things.

Thrusting her hands into her pockets and curling them into fists, Roni walked away from the stairs. Questions bombarded her mind, and Gram’s warnings echoed against her conscience.

“Thank you,” Sister Claudia said, coming up beside Roni.

“Not doing it for you. I’m here to take care of this job. The moment we’re done, I’m taking my grandmother and leaving this place.”

“I think that’s a wise decision.”

Sister Claudia walked over to Sister Susan and gazed at the nun’s injuries. Roni did not move. Her mind, her ears, every part of her being, tried to press through the ceiling for any hint of what might be going on with Gram. She tried to understand what had happened, why Gram so willingly left with Sister Mary, and if that thing from the rift had actually called Gram Mom.

 

 


Chapter 3

Once Roni made it clear that she would remain in the cellar, Sister Claudia sent Sisters Susan and Rachel upstairs. Sister Claudia then returned to the bookstands to start her inspection. As if she had been slapped by a loved one, the sudden change in the moment hit Roni. She gawked, frozen, her face locked in an incredulous stare. Sister Claudia adjusted an ornate wooden stand before gazing over at Roni.

With her hands on her hips, Sister Claudia said, “Is this your first time ever seeing a rift?”

With a dazed shake of her head, Roni said, “What? No. I’ve seen them several times. Not like this one, but I’ve seen them.”

“Then stop acting like a child and get over here.”

A headache emanated from her tight brow. She rubbed her forehead, trying to lose her frown, as she walked over to the books. In all the excitement, Roni had never taken the time to look at the books or their stands with a close eye. And though she could process the information now — each of them being different, some beautifully carved, some metallic and some utilitarian — her mind swirled like the rift.

“Did you see her?” Roni asked.

Sister Claudia kept her attention on the books. “I’ve seen that girl many times.”

“In the rift? That girl who pushed outward and stared at me?” And stared at Gram.

Resetting a book with more force the necessary, Sister Claudia said, “Yes. I have seen that girl in the rift. Why is this so difficult to understand?”

“Who is she?”

“One of the Lord’s chosen, of course.”

“Excuse me?”

Sister Claudia strolled around the circle with her hands behind her back like a schoolmarm until she reached Roni. “I know the stories you tell each other in the Parallel Society. I’ve read accounts in our library about you all. But this rift is not another universe. There is no other universe. There is only the one made by the Lord. And this, the passage, this marvelous gift to us, the Sisters of Croghan Abbey, this is a conduit.”

“A conduit?”

“For several generations now, the Sisters have stood vigil here, open to the glorious light of our Lord above. Through this conduit he sends his messengers.”

Sister Claudia returned to the bookstands and placed a Bible on the second tier beneath the books from the Parallel Society. As if sitting a baby into a highchair, she set the Bible gently down. Her hand pressed against the cover with a soft touch. Then, with great care and kindness, she wrapped a silk ribbon around the book, tying it to the stand.

“You think this rift leads to Heaven?” Roni said.

“When these books are properly aligned, yes. But as you saw, when we fail in our duty, it opens a terrible, vengeful wrath. I don’t dare utter the name of that place.”

Roni’s eyes snatched a glance upward. She needed to speak with Gram and hope her grandmother would be more forthcoming than usual. “That girl. The one that looks like a young version of me —”

“Did she?” Sister Claudia took a moment to observe Roni’s face. “Perhaps.”

Roni halted as pieces of the conversation snapped together. “If this rift is a way to connect with Heaven, and the girl is one of the Lord’s messengers, then you’re saying —”

“Ay, she’s an angel.”

The Sister’s eyes sparkled as her words hung in the air. Roni struggled to keep her face from betraying her thoughts. What kind of angel would reach out to Gram and call her Mom? The way the Sisters treated this rift, the way Sister Claudia spoke of it, wriggled along Roni’s spine. She shook her head. They were zealots.

Gesturing to the books, Sister Claudia said, “Anytime you’re ready.”

“Sorry.” Roni got to work inspecting each one of the Parallel Society books, making sure they did their part to dampen the rift, searching for any errors or signs that a book might fail. When she finished, she would be able to talk with Gram, get some real answers, and get out of this place.

Sister Claudia followed her as she worked around the circle. “You’re not much of a Christian are you?”

“Gram raised me in your faith, but it didn’t take.”

“That’s okay. I think you’ll feel different when you leave today.”

“Doubt it.”

“I know. I was like you — not exactly, of course, but I had my doubts.” Sister Claudia’s voice softened and her hard glares eased. “Even when I became a nun, I had my doubts. In fact, for the first four years, I prayed and prayed until my hands grew calloused from the rosaries and my legs were black and blue from kneeling for so long. I figured if the Lord wanted me to keep following this path, He would see how fervently I prayed and perhaps he would give me some sign or feeling or something to help me find my faith.

“I even reached the point that I was about to leave. I absolutely cannot stand hypocrisy. Makes me want to scream. So, there was no way I would be a hypocrite myself. If I did not have the faith flowing through me to my core, then I had no choice but to find some other calling in life.

“But then Sister Mary came my way.

“She brought me here with a promise — that I would only have to take one look and all my faith would be restored. Of course, she brought me down here. And as you can see, the veil is lifted here. This is the truth floating before you — there is my life before having seen the truth and now my life after.

“It’s strange knowing that almost everyone in the world goes through their days with no proof that there really are angels, that there really
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