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Chapter 1
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The veil materialized into existence before spitting her upon the ground. Its red pulsing energy illuminated the surroundings, dazzling her eyes as sunlight reflected off its shiny surface. It was daytime, earth time, a world away mirroring her own now available and blissfully unaware of how defenseless it was to one such as herself. The barrier between two worlds sighed before fading away leaving a blue sky dotted with chubby cumulus clouds where it once towered over the area. She was alone, the charged still air the only marker of her presence.

She rose and wiped her knees before sliding a dark brown hooded robe from her head. A parting gift from a nosey wandering Vonovian that not only providing her an abundance of energy but assisted in masking her reentry into this world. Fanning out her long black hair, she took in the sights and smells. Some had remained since fleeing this area, others had shifted. 

The dilapidated and forgotten hunting cabin nestled deep in the swampy muck remained. Its wooden frame wept with humidity, its busted carcass atop the nearly demolished roof now more a part of the surrounding fauna than it had been. Succumbing to nature, it had long since lost the willpower to stand proud. As a hiding spot, it would do for now. 

The air was sticky and stifling, even if the faint whisper of cool carried through the treetops, as the nearby muddy stagnant water mingled with the scent of decaying animal. Time was not still in this reality, life continued, smells lingered on the breeze for those sensitive enough to detect them.

Closing her eyes, she used her power to search. Her energy reached out across the expanse. The Harvester, having once derailed her plans of dominance, was no more. A buzzing emptiness took its place within her thoughts. The Keepers were assumedly more formidable than she had imagined although no clues remained how such a feat of extermination had been accomplished. 

A warm aura bloomed within her subconscious. One of those she had mind-linked, one of the females she hungered for pinged across her radar-like senses. The beacon of magical power now entwined around two streams of soft orange that floated like warm sunlight both innocent and inviting, weakened and distant. A boon, a bonus, an appetizer, and dessert before the main course. 

It would take time to recharge, she would be required to wait, again. She would need to travel, her bounties a worthwhile trip. She could wait, she had before and would again for succulent boundless magical energy of those naïve enough to believe she no longer hunted them. 

Running her clawed fingers delicately through the air, she could feel the male Keeper’s energy, yet dead ends and blank walls repelled her mind keeping him hidden from her searching. In time, it would be for naught, she would find a way around the block, the protections, the magical shielding. It was a futile attempt to thwart her, a stalling with the same ending.  

As her mind explored, the young one, the fiery one of both innocence and adherence, was gone. A feeling of emptiness, a dark space now replaced the vibrancy of the young girl’s energy signature. Once so easily scouted out until it had become hidden from her view, once a spirit briefly flaming red within her mind, now dead silence. 

Perhaps those chosen by the fates to protect the veil were not as undefeatable as they once believed, she surmised. Maybe she was freely given to the Harvester, maybe she had sacrificed herself. Good, she thought, those with infallible natures made her stomach twist. One Keeper had perished, but now two more had easily presented themselves next to another she was already tracking. The more, the merrier. 

Charla traced her jawline with a clawed finger before entering the crumbling remains of the hunting cabin. Kicking away the dried remains of the sparse offerings from her last visit, she slid effortlessly under the makeshift wooden bed frame, her cramped quarters a minor inconvenience for what was being offered. Patience favors the hunter.

She smiled to herself and ran her tongue over her sharp teeth. This world was now her playground. The foolish Keepers were now hers alone to claim and soon, very soon, they would all fall victim to her ravenous appetite.
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[image: ]


Truddie Mae poured another cup of coffee to wash down the last bite of buttery biscuit on her plate. Taking a quick sip, she placed the plate in the sink and stepped off the stool near the stove. As she finished clearing the table from brunch, she sighed. Life was peaceful, routine, lonely.

It had been months since the Harvester had been forced through the veil, since Akane had been lost to a sampling of its destructive power. It felt even longer since Dusty had dropped the “love” bomb on her. The news still rocked her as did the grudge she carried towards the tribrid for putting both young Keepers in harm’s way. Conflicting emotions rolled through her head, the tides continuously shifting on joy and sadness, grief, and anger. 

Dusty had been their leader and they had dutifully followed the choices and plans the tribrid had offered. Ultimately, those choices had cost a Keeper her life. Originally voicing her concern, it had done no good. Akane still perished and Leesa remained in Utah refusing to interact. It had broken her on many levels, it had affected everyone. 

She had waded through the guilt and the feelings of abandonment throughout the summer. If she fell into one emotional pit, she climbed out only to hop back into another, just as equally deep. Life had become a rinse and repeat cycle of inner turmoil. She, nothing more than a rose in a tornado, a glass vase in the middle of a bowling alley. Ripped away by the winds, shattered by the impact of choices not her own. No clear end, no clear winner. 

Now, as the weather began to shift from its summer track into the first hints of fall, her feelings were still there, painful, and wanting constant attention. Pushing them down seemed plausible, but in the nighttime stillness of the house, they often stood up and waved. Ever present and annoying.

Gordy and Niles had offered support as did Burke and Wells, yet their combined love and concern had done little to drown out her twisting mind and its rolling thoughts. Displaying a solid exterior to everyone else, her insides resembled a thirty-car pileup during rush hour. 

The summer had been quiet, September was shaping up to be the same way. She knew it would never last, it rarely ever did. Their world was bustling with magical maleficence well beyond her area of influence and she knew it would soon seek her out among the trees, past the swamp, and into her home. She would end up regretting it into existence out of boredom, she knew but didn’t care. Anything to keep her busy, her head focused on something other than her woes, anything. 

“Are all the biscuits gone?” Gordy asked coming into the kitchen freeing her from her thoughts. 

“Sure are, honey.”

“Well, damn,” Gordy moaned out while opening the fridge to peek inside.

“You can’t possibly be hungry; we ate like an hour ago.”

“It’s the start of fall, I gotta work on my winter bod,” he offered rubbing his belly and smiling.

She laughed. “In any case, I’ll make another batch soon, and we’ll hide it from the bottomless pit. I swear you two can pack away the groceries like you’re planning an early hibernation, every day.”

“Hey, it takes a lot of energy to keep this motor running.” He giggled and slapped his belly once more. “Speaking of the bottomless pit, he needs you in the attic.”

“The attic?” she questioned her mood shifting. “What the hell does he need me up there for?”

“No clue, but he says it’s important. I’m supposed to stay down here while you two chat. I guess I don’t rate high enough to get all the hot gossip,” he said rolling his eyes. 

“Hmm, I wonder what it could be.”

“Whatever it is, I now have an unhindered path to eat more. Without any supervision, I’ll liable to climb into the fridge and eat my way out.”

“Speaking of bottomless pits,” she teased. “You’re going to end up with a tummy ache like last time, like three days ago.”

“No doubt,” he agreed. “I blame your cooking.”

She laughed. “While I appreciate the compliment, just make sure to tap the brakes here and there lest we forget the lemon blueberry bread incident.”

He scrunched up his nose. “Eww, yeah, totally don’t want to experience that again.”

“I guess I better get going before he has a hissy fit.”

“Tell him to hurry it up too, I got potions I want to get done today.”

She nodded before glancing at the clock as it clicked to 12:03 pm. She wiped her hands on her light blue apron and lifted it from her head before tossing it on the counter. Quickly checking her black jeans and runners for any food spillage she walked past him. As she passed, she tapped at the tinted glass of the white microwave door getting his attention.

“Those were supposed to be for after dinner, but I won’t tell if you don’t,” she mentioned heading towards the living room. “I’ve been keeping them a secret for hours.”   

“My hero,” he excitedly called out. “I thought I smelled your famous double chocolate...” 

His voice trailed off as she smiled before coming to a stop near the ladder leading to the attic. Looking up, she could feel the sense of dread and worry creeping into her small body. She had asked for the change of pace, and it appeared the universe was more than willing to answer. 

“This better be worth the workout,” she quietly whispered shaking her head.

At the top, she paused to catch her breath. Two small windows on either side of it offered a fair share of sunlight allowing her to quickly look around. Three volumes of their chronicles sat on a wooden pedestal near two sections of bookshelves housing extensive works of knowledge and study materials. Beyond them, shelves of stored items that had piled up through her long, almost immortal life, ready to sell if she needed money, ready to offer a trip down memory lane if she chose. 

On her right sat Gordy’s tiny alchemy workshop. Nothing more than a small “L” shaped wooden office desk loaded with glass vials and colored liquids on one side along with two old coffee cans holding spoons, ladles, whisks, and stirrers. A double burner hotplate joined the collection as a stainless-steel stockpot sat patiently waiting atop it. A small red fire extinguisher sat in front of the desk’s two lower cabinets most likely filled with a budding alchemist’s supply. 

To her left, Niles sat rustling through a stack of papers deep in thought near the computer and printer. Studious and unaware, his taut jawline flexed as his eyes shifted over documents as he tugged on his beige-colored hoodie barely noticing her. One leg stretched past the desk, his foot twitching so much his black shoelaces bounced and danced.  

“Give me one second, finishing up,” he said sensing her gawking at him. “You sort of looked dazed when you came up. You feel ok?”  

“Yeah, just needed to catch my breath from the stairs.” She smiled even though he hadn’t looked up. “One day, we’ll unload some more of my craptiques and turdifacts, give you guys some more room.” 

He paused with papers in his hand and laughed. “Craptiques and turdifacts?” he questioned before laughing again. “Is that what we’re calling them now?”

“You know what I mean,” she said. “We could invest the money we make from selling stuff, at least it would open up space. It’s all only making dust back there when it could be making cash.”

“It’s not like we need the money when we can magically create it on a whim,” he informed her.

“True, but we could take that money and shift it to the norms, invest in charitable places.”

“I like the idea, but first, we need to talk.” He lifted his head, a curl of his auburn hair rolling past his left eye. “I found something of interest.”

“I heard, about the talk part,” she said. “You know Gordy’s all frazzled about being left out.”

“Until we know for sure, he needs to be.”

“Lovely,” she said rolling her eyes as he went back to looking over his papers.

Her stomach clenched and nerves went on edge with questions as her mind tumbled over possibilities. With Niles looking tense and serious, it was bound to be trouble. Walking to the computer desk, she noticed file folders and paperwork strewn about nearly covering it. Standing opposite him, she waited for the bottom to fall out while nervously tapping at the desk and nibbling her lower lip. 

“Is it going to be today? You got me jumpier than frog legs in a hot skillet.” 

He straightened in his chair. “Do you remember when we released the fog spell waking up the others from their comas?”  

“Of course,” she replied. “How can I forget a day when we all almost died?”

“The date, specifically?” 

“It was probably the first week of June, maybe the 4th or around there. Why?” 

He shuffled papers pulling free sheets from open folders on the desk. Stopping, he handed her a few of the sheets, each one sporting filled in brackets of a computer-generated report. Instinctively, she knew they were medical records, shift reports if getting specific. The knowledge was not helping her uneasy mood and the hunch that something was amiss, yet again. 

“These... these are the records for Akane, Leesa, and Gordy, right?”

“Yes,” he replied with a slight nod.  

“I thought so but why am I standing here holding shift reports on them?”  

“Check the top brackets, the last entries are listed there. Tell me what you see.” 

Starting with Akane’s paperwork, she read aloud. “June 5th, at 8 am. Patient-no response. IV Bag 1-#38117@67%. Signed by a PD, if I read those initials correct.”

“Anything stand out?” he asked.

“Nothing,” she responded before going over Gordy and Leesa’s information. “All these entries clearly show that it was business as usual until we arrived.”

“No mention of them being awake, right?”

“There wouldn’t be,” she replied, “it wouldn’t list them as awake because breaking the spell took a while to bring them back. By the time we arrived, they were either just coming to or had only been that way a few minutes, not enough time to have someone write a note in the reports.”

“True, but,” he said standing and leaning over the desk to point at Leesa’s paperwork, “starting here, scroll down.” 

“It stops on the morning of June 3rd,” she recited the last entries on the page. “If you’ve got something to show, you better make it snappy because I’m already getting confused.”

He took the papers and reached out to hand her another few sheets. “Sorry, only a few more.” 

She snatched the papers from him with a dirty look. Instantly scanning over the medical information, her eyes boggled at the entries, the blurring together of everything included. Stopping at the last entry, she looked up at him. 

“September 22nd, that’s the last entry for all of them,” she told him. 

“Now these,” he said handing her a large stack of paperwork. “Read some of the entries.”

“Is there a point to all this?” she questioned. “This wagon circling is getting tired.”

“I promise, there’s a point,” he defended. “I mainly want to make sure it’s not me.”

“Uh-huh. I bet it is,” she scoffed.

Struggling to keep all the papers in her hands, she laid them on the desk and perused through them as best she could. Her eyes strained as brackets appeared to flow off the pages. Letters and numbers melded into long streaks of incoherent babbling. 

“I see September 19th, August 6th, and July 11th, to name a few,” she said flipping through pages.

“You can stop now,” he told her. “I only wanted to clarify.”

“What exactly, my ability to read?”   

“No, the missing links,” he replied.

“Son, I ain’t playin’ at reading all damn afternoon,” she snapped. “Now, tell me what the hell you got to tell me, so we can move on.”  

“Fine,” he said deflating at her lack of interest. “Where are the other months? Where are the files from June 3rd to September 22nd? What happened to such a long section of reporting?” 

“Do I look like I would know that?” she questioned as he shook his head. “Maybe Dusty didn’t print them off, or maybe she took them with her.”

“I thought that too, but why only a certain section? Why is there a little over nine months of paperwork unaccounted for, and why would Dusty only take those and leave these here?” 

“Maybe an update of the software?” she posed the question. “Maybe user error.”  

“It doesn’t take nine months to update software, Mama Mae,” he stated. “Not to mention, all three facilities would not be updating at the same time, especially several states apart. I would have thought of user error as well except none of these places are linked via a centralized computer so it would have taken three separate mistakes at approximately the same time.”

Grabbing at the paperwork again, she nervously went over them again. None of it made sense yet, it was there, right in front of her eyes. A span of almost ten months missing, the same for each Keeper. She looked up as he was busy talking to himself and counting months off with two hands.

“Ok, so we know that all three are missing a huge portion of their medical paperwork,” she said aligning the pile of paper sheets. “If none of the theories and possibilities we can think of hold true, then what? Do you have any thoughts? You think there’s a possible magical connection?” 

“Maybe, possibly, or not at all,” he offered. 

“Good thing we’ve narrowed it down,” she said rolling her eyes. “Since you’re not sounding too sure one way or the other, then I hate to even mention this but, we’re going to have to investigate. We can’t take chances with this kind of information floating around for some random to uncover and if it has anything supernatural attached to it then it’s all the more imperative that we figure out why.”   

“I agree,” he said sighing and rubbing his head. “It may be magic was involved, or someone is hiding something from us. Given our recent discoveries with the Harvester, it wouldn’t be a surprise.” 

“I wouldn’t bet against it being both. It’s a little too coincidental to be a mistake or an accident. I want to get to the bottom of it and I know you do too.” 

He nodded. “We could always ask Dusty if she— “

“The hell we are, no thank you,” she cut him off. “We can check out things for ourselves. If we need her, we’ll reconsider. The tribrid left us, I ain’t extending a white flag and a handshake.”

“Oh, well, ok then,” he paused before regrouping. “We do know that each Keeper has almost ten months’ worth of missing information sitting around somewhere, had it stolen, or was hidden away for whatever reason. Unless we find anything, we won’t know for sure.”

“I agree. Even if nothing, we don’t need a paper trail. How do we find them though? Dusty supposedly deleted the records from the facility servers.”

“Supposedly?” he questioned with his fingers doing air quotations. 

“Leave it alone,” she directed.   

“In any case, if she did delete everything from the internet then it’s most likely gone, for good,” he offered. “Unless, of course, they kept paper copies in their medical records room.”

“That’s what I worry about,” she said. “Where should we start?”

“Not North Carolina,” he said pushing hair from his face. “It was leveled shortly after we left. They built a small memorial park there for the staff that died that day.” 

“What about California?” she asked before answering herself. “Never mind, the floor Akane was on was blown to hell and back and if the records were there on that floor, they’d be ash or waterlogged to uselessness by now.”

“The records room could be downstairs.” 

“Too far. It would take us hours to get there and back. Leesa’s place in New York, however, wasn’t too bad of a hike and it’s on the East coast. It’s worth a shot.”

“When do you want to leave?”

“The sooner the better,” she replied rubbing at her stomach, “I got a feeling.” 

“Let’s roll then, I’ll go tell Gordy we’re leaving,” he said powering down the computer and shoving all the loose paperwork into one pile before stuffing it all into the filing cabinet’s top drawer. 

“He should stay,” she cautioned. “We can’t risk him being around if we find something bad, we can’t be sure until we know everything. Best to keep it on the down-low.”

He stopped and gave her the oddest look before conceding. She knew he would want Gordy by his side, but they couldn’t take the risk, especially since they didn’t know what they would find if anything. If magic had influenced or interacted with all three Keepers during their stints in comas, there was no telling what could be uncovered. 

“I hate leaving him, but at least he has the cats to keep him company. I’ll go and tell him you and I need to head out.” He smiled before quickly shuffling down the ladder.

Resting her hands on the desk, she took a deep breath and shook her already tired head. More drama, more reasons to fear the magical unknown. It had been years since they had experienced any issues, but in the span of a few months, her world had been turned on its ear. They had awoken their sleeping teammates, had one die, and had battled an entity of such tremendous power that she had feared they would all die trying to stop it. Adding to it all, they were down a teammate and had a would-be leader missing in action while veil activity was steadily increasing. 

“Diving headfirst into the piranha pool again,” she said to the empty attic, “and we’re all wearing flank steak panties.”  She sent up a silent prayer and headed downstairs.  
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“I DON’T UNDERSTAND why I can’t go with you,” Gordy questioned Niles as they stood near the kitchen sink. “It’s been days since I’ve left the house, I’m starting to get cabin fever.”

“It’s probably a sugar high,” she teased going to the table and sitting down. 

“I told you already, we can’t be sure if it’s safe,” Niles said. “If it involves you, Leesa, and Akane it would be better if you stayed here protected within Mama Mae’s property.”

“Hold up,” she said taken aback by their conversation. “You already told him? We practically left the attic four minutes ago.”

“Of course, he did,” Gordy told her. “I should know the details, especially if it involves me.”

“Then you know it’s safer if you stay,” she said. He exhaled loudly and came over to the table to sit next to her looking defeated. “You know it’s true even if you think moping around will change it.”

“I know, it’s just that I hate being in the house alone,” he said. “Plus, I’m aching for some action. I mean seriously, who’s going to save Woodsy over there?”

She snickered turning to Niles. “Woodsy will be fine,” she said smiling at his embarrassment. “I’ll watch out for him.”

Gordy let out a defeated sigh. Leaning over the kitchen table and laid his head on his stretched-out arm watching Niles eat a brownie by the microwave. She understood his desire to get out, but the uncertainty warned her to leave him here. The force mage could be an asset, but also a hindrance. 

“Woodsy, you about ready?” she asked getting up and pushing her chair in. 

“Yep, let me grab my utility belt and I’ll meet you in the living room,” he replied licking a chocolate morsel from his fingertip before racing upstairs. 

Gordy rose and came to her side. “Take care of him, please,” he quietly said.

“I will honey, don’t you worry,” she reassured him. “As for you, however, no going outside and no alchemy until we get back.”

“Yeah, yeah. I promise,” he said following her to the living room as he leaned on the banister and wiped at his eyes after yawning. “If you find anything, you better tell me.” 

“I will,” Niles said walking up to him and kissing his forehead. “Love you.”

“Love you too,” Gordy said offering him a weak smile. “I’m going to take a nap; I think I went overboard on the snacks.”

“I have no doubt,” she said chuckling as he went upstairs and shut the door. “Is he gonna be ok?” 

“Yeah, he’ll be fine, probably sleep for a good four hours,” he said before smirking.

“Something tells me you had a hand in him wanting to sleep,” she commented.

“Maybe, a little. I spiked his tea with a tired spell.” 

“How you’d get him to drink it?”

“He had to have something to wash all those brownies down with, didn’t he?”

“Aren’t you the sly little ninja?” She giggled and slapped at his hip. “It’s for the best though, you know otherwise he’d be upstairs working with no one here to watch out in case he nuked the place.”

“Exactly,” he agreed. “Least this way, he naps, we work, everyone wins.” 

“You get us there, I’ll bring us home,” she told him. “To the Bronx, young Woodsy.”

“I hate that you know that pet name,” he said sighing as she chuckled and pinched his arm.

He gripped her small hand and gently squeezed it before releasing it. She bent down and leaned against his side slipping one hand into his right pants pocket and let the other rest near his abdomen allowing him to hold onto it once his spell started activating. No her first rodeo, nor his.

Channeling his power, green energy seeped from his hands illuminating the room. A breeze picked up churning from every angle as she watched her reclining chair rock from the intrusion and her curtains magically sway in the current.

Two leaves rose from his palm taking flight vibrant tendrils of colored magic that encircled them. He took her hand as the wind whipped at her clothes like a band of storm clouds rolling in from the coast. A flash of light later and they were off on another adventure, another trip into whatever hell the world of magic would decide to throw at them. ​
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Placing the breakfast dishes in the sink, Leesa gazed out of the small window at the openness and scale of the beautiful Utah skyline. The necklace Truddie Mae had given her collected the morning sunlight as it danced against her cleavage sending reflections flickering across the wall and window. The oval of blue hematite made faint clinks of sound as it bumped into the lavender shards of Angelite causing her to smile. 

Lee and Myrna had been very accommodating in allowing her an extended stay. She had wanted an escape, had gotten it in spades. Sitting on almost 500 acres near Boulder, Utah, the remarkable ranch home was the proverbial cherry on top of the beauty all around it. The Grand Staircase-Escalante National Monument bordered their property nearly on all sides with its mix of oranges, yellows, and chocolate-colored stones collecting the shadows of clouds during the day and providing a visual feast for the eyes during sunset. To the south, the distant haze of Sugarloaf Mountain with the Durffey Mesa beyond that point. It was breathtaking in every direction. 

Between Lee and Myrna’s cattle business and local equestrian services, the power couple’s love of nature and their fellow man was evident in everything they did and set out to do. Able to provide for the community in numerous ways never once exposing their secrets to an unsuspecting world, they had gone even further ensuring the ranch hands, and their families had adequate housing that was set up along the farthest corner of the property. From the kitchen window, she could barely make out the roofs of their homes as cattle grazed nearby and workers tended to horses around open sections of land next to grain silos jutting above the tops of juniper and bristlecone pine trees.

She glanced at her ankle after opening the dishwasher and loading it with the breakfast dishes. The scar barely noticeable, still the tenderness remained. A parting gift from a hungering negative force, a grim reminder of all that had been lost. Waking from a coma had been one thing, nearly dying by a creature from the astral planes another, but the loss of Akane still slapped her around emotionally when she least expected it and opened her up to the bitter memories of her past. The pain was real, the scars inside and out. 

Drying her hands, she wiped at her forehead and stared out across the backyard. Another beautiful day, another day battling the recurring nightmare of the day she became a Keeper, a day she lost everything in a blink. Erased from history, rage and sadness joined hand in hand, the thoughts of her family and daughter always at the back of her mind. The fates had done her wrong. They had given much, had taken away even more without her permission. A flawed decision on their part, a broken system that allowed her to remember it all while simply erasing her from the minds of everyone she loved, her life, her existence within their histories.  

For her, a lifetime ago that found its way to the surface riding shotgun on other emotions, alongside other hurts forcing her to relive it. Blinding migraines signaled it, the holographic visuals of Truddie Mae calling to her coupled with the random appearance of crows in the oddest of places urged it along until the day her daughter, Emilia, no longer knew who she was as she became an outcast to a world once held dear to her heart. Being forced into becoming a Keeper was never going to be all right; it was and would never be something she simply accepted. She never wanted this life, she was fine where she was then, she was happy with it.

She decided a dose of sunshine would do her good. She needed to get out of her head, needed to stay busy and deny the emotions a chance to pull her down any further. Making sure her white sneakers were laced up, she headed for the door leading to the large back porch and numerous wooden rockers. The door opened up and Myrna’s soft pale brown eyes smiled up at her as she sat leisurely in a wooden rocker, her tanned honey-almond skin radiating warmth and comfort. 

“Have a seat, talk with me,” Myrna spoke waving towards the empty chair at her side. “It’s a clear sky today, but I feel a storm building inside you.”

“I was about to hit the trail for a hike out back,” she told her turning away. “I want to get out of my head for a while.”  She took two steps towards the backyard.

“You’ll never escape it, running only hides it. Eventually, it finds you again, it always does, it always will.”  

“If that’s your attempt at easing my worries, you failed,” she said with a huff.

“I know how hard it is, Leesa. I speak from experience. The fates can be so cruel in that regard. They give us a step forward, then take away our ability to walk.”

She turned to her. “It’s not only hard, but it’s also incredibly not fair.” Reconsidering the chance to vent, she stomped her way to the rocker and sat. “Norms get to forget, but we get stuck with all the memories, all the misery.”

“It’s not for us to judge, but I believe it’s for their protection, for our compliance,” Myrna said. “The difficulty of our duties would be tenfold if it put those we loved in jeopardy from our previous lives.”

She watched the older woman rub at the small leather medicine bag around her neck she always wore. Hanging from a black cord, it situated itself at the start of her cleavage and was never out of place. As Myrna touched the soft leather material, she could swear she could smell wildflowers, cinnamon, and lavender waft towards her calming her, creating a field of inner peace throughout her entire body. In the distance, a child’s innocent laughter carried on the breeze.

“Up to your old tricks I see,” she told Myrna as the older woman simply smiled. “Also, I can too judge all I want because I didn’t ask for this, none of us did,” she calmly added.

“Knowing what you know now about our dangerous world of magic, would you go back? Would you simply transplant yourself back into that world of norms forsaking your duties and putting everyone you’ve gone back to in peril? Even your daughter?”

“Sometimes, yes so very fast, without a second thought. Other times, not so much.”  

“It still wouldn’t stop the hands of fate. The wheel of time would keep spinning and you would still be invisible to them, erased,” Myrna stated.

“That certainly added a dash of doom and a hint gloom to the day,” she sarcastically said. “I meant yes to going back to before I was chosen, before the headaches, the visions, the weirdness of it all.”

“You could, but then you’d be dead,” Myrna mentioned so nonchalantly that she instantly stopped rocking in the chair and sat up straight.

“Dead?” she questioned. “What do you mean dead?”

“Quite simply, the day you were chosen the timeline plucked you from its course,” Myrna said smiling as if it all made perfect sense. “You could go back, but you don’t exist there anymore. Therefore, you would die.”

“I’m still not following you.” She shook her head; it was already swimming in confusion.

The porch door creaked open and a warm nose instantly nuzzled her arm causing her to startle and turn. Yellow fur rose next to her as a wet tongue lapped her elbow. Jesse, the loveable and huggable golden retriever, stood there vying for her affection and attention as his head rubbed her arm. She gave him pats on the head and stroked his back as his tail wagged in earnest.   

“Go on boy, leave the ladies alone,” Lee told Jesse while nudging him from the doorway with his knee until the dog wandered off to the end of the porch and sat. “He loves any attention he can get.”

Lee walked past them and leaned against one of the porch’s support beams. Pulling a tightly rolled cigarette from his shirt pocket, he put it between his yellowish teeth. His face, aged and sunburnt from hours spent tending the property, contrasted with his long gray and white-haired braid that swayed in the slight breeze. He pulled out a butane lighter and fired up his cigarette taking two quick drags then one long pull before letting out a dragon’s breath amount of smoke. Sighing with content, he looked back at the two women.  

“What the wife means is that the timeline erased you. You could go back, place yourself in your old situation, but it would react quickly to you like a body’s reaction to infection,” he told her. “Bout the time you caught a glimpse of something, poof, exterminated.” He took another drag off his cigarette and peered at her with his smoke-hazed blue eyes.

“So, I could go back, but then I’d instantly die?” 

“Yes,” he replied.

“Sounds like you two are working off a script,” she joked, “it’s the same thing Myrna said.”

“We’re old pros,” Lee said smirking at her.

“I’m starting to see that,” she said smiling back.

“You need to understand,” Myrna said drawing her attention, “the fate’s way of creating a chosen one is one of totality. The second you were even considered to become a Keeper your past was dissolving as your future in that timeline was being wiped clean.” 

“That seems rather extreme,” she said. “How do you know going back does that though, how do you know a workaround doesn’t exist?” 

“When one experiences it firsthand, one tends to never think about it again,” Lee said using the support post of the porch to scratch his back. “Not something you’d fancy doing twice.”

“You’ve seen it happen, experienced it? Who, how?” 

“My sister, Nita,” Myrna quietly replied causing her to turn from Lee to see the older woman’s face slide into sadness. “I am the one that speaks from experience.”

“I’m so sorry, I didn’t know. I didn’t mean to pry.”

“Old wounds hurt from time to time, even more so when it hits close to home,” Lee said. 

“No, it’s fine. You needed to know anyway,” Myrna said reaching out her hand and rubbing the top of hers resting on the chair’s armrest. “I see a lot of that same driving force in you that was in her.”

“I don’t need to know if it’s too painful,” she said feeling bad for bringing the older woman down a path of reliving pained memories. “I don’t want you to be upset over it, it’s not worth it.”

“No, honestly, it’s fine. Besides, I did say I speak from experience.” 

“Nita was my older sister, we were chosen as Keepers at the same time,” she began. “We were never sure why, but for Nita, her new position in life came with reservations.”

She listened intently. Her mind was bubbling over the details, the possibilities of being able to go back to before she had been chosen. If there was a way, she wanted to explore it, regardless of death. No one has all the answers, she thought to herself, there could still be a way around it all.

“She took being erased from our roots, pushed from our tribe and reservation lands with total hatred,” Myrna continued. “It burned a fiery inferno within her she could never contain. She never wanted this life, never wanted to become a Keeper, much like you, and fought daily to find a way to go back to the life she once had by whatever means necessary.” 

“You never had those feelings?” she asked her. “It never bothered you, never angered you?”

“It did. At times, it was all I could think about, the only thing consuming my days,” Myrna told her. “I was scared, confused, angry, and sad. I too had children, three of them. I felt heartbroken for them all, lost without them by my side, but I knew I could never go back. I could never again experience raising them, hugging them, kissing their soft foreheads at night. I knew I no longer existed in their world, their timeline, and with that, I quietly suffered until I adapted and simply tried to forget.”

“I’m so sorry,” she softly told her. Lee stood in silence watching their exchange and finishing his cigarette. “I never meant for you to rehash those memories; I was being stubborn.”

“It’s no worry,” Myrna said weakly before smiling. “It’s the way it all worked out, though it’s still hard to think about. I guess we never truly get over the loss and how our lives changed almost instantly.”

“No, no we sure don’t,” Lee said. “The more the loss, the harder the time leaving it behind.”

She watched as the older man took one final drag from his cigarette before pushing the butt into a decorative planter filled with dirt at the edge of the porch. Stepping off it, he kicked at a small patch of grass with his clay-covered black boots doing his best to ease away from the uncomfortableness of two women commiserating. She wondered what had been erased from his life as well and how he had coped being nothing to the world around him in a blink. Another time, she told herself, another time. 

“Anyway,” Myrna said pulling her back, “Nita searched and searched for a way back. She studied night and day through old spells, our ancient Keeper Chronicles, and anything else she could find.”

“She sounded determined.”

“She was, and she eventually found something. It was an old spell, an incantation that appeared to be exactly what she was looking for, unfortunately, it didn’t end the way she had hoped.” 

“Was it listed in the Keeper Chronicles? I’ve seen the old spells in there.”

“I don’t recall, I never saw where she claimed to get it from, only she had it, used it, died.” She looked at the older woman shocked. “I know, it sounds horrible to say it that way, but Nita truly did not want to be a Keeper or anything that came with this life. She couldn’t stand it.”

“So, she just died, as in dropped to the floor, that was it?”

“She was erased, again,” Myrna calmly replied. “I followed her to our old reservation lands where she enacted the spell at the entrance to our tribe’s area. The sky changed colors, everything seemed to streak and blur.” She shook her head as long black hair swayed like a lazy river of shiny obsidian. “I remember everyone standing there, then suddenly a few people noticed her, recognized her.”

“Oh, interesting... sorry, I meant about that last part.”

“Yes, that part was quite the sight,” Myrna agreed. “There were moments of silence, people gasping and whispering. It was then Nita’s body starting shuddering horribly and everything froze.”

“Froze?” 

“Froze,” Myrna repeated. “Time stopped. Everything stopped, except Nita and me. I screamed at her, but it was too late as her body appeared to diffuse, started to resemble a snowy black and white tv screen. She screamed, broke apart, and vanished. Time continued again, and the others returned to their lives as if nothing had happened as if they had never seen her.” 

“How horrible. What did you do?”

“I ran away crying and shrieking. I never went back, never searched for answers.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “I know how painful that must have been to witness.”

“It was, but with time everything becomes more bearable, more tolerable. I miss her, my children, and my old life at times, but after seeing that I dare not seek a glimpse at the way it was ever again.”

“I bet.”

“I tell you these things out of respect, love, and of a shared loss from mother to mother,” Myrna said straightening up. “I understand the hurt, the emotions, but I implore you to find other ways to move alongside it, or past it because I don’t want you to end up like Nita, not ever. Seeking answers sometimes opens up bigger problems.”

“I understand, and thank you,” she said. “I’m glad I know more now, and it does help to know I’m not alone with my feelings. I’m not in the mood to risk death for mere seconds.” She smiled and stood up. “Thank you for sharing with me and consider me changed as a result.”

Stretching her arms over her head, she yawned before rearranging her teal button-down shirt and brushing off the bottom of her beige shorts. She was lying to them both, lying to herself. It was enough to be plagued with the past and its memories, but after hearing of a possible way back, it now only fueled her desire to seek it out. If there was a way without death, she wanted to find it. She didn’t want to be a Keeper any longer than she had to, didn’t want to partake in defending the magical world from all manner of evil. She wanted a normal life, a life without the spell-slinging and demon hunting, the running, and the screaming.

“You doing some more training today?” Lee asked checking the skyline as she approached. 

“Thinking about it,” she replied. “Seems a great day to get in some fresh air.” 

He agreed with a nod. “Be careful and if you need us, holler. Just steer clear of the back forty, we don’t want the crew accidentally spotting a beautiful woman hovering over their heads... again.”

She giggled before they both chuckled. “No, no we do not... again,” she said while laughing.

Making her way into the sun, she turned left heading for the creek sitting far away from civilization and at the base of the mountain range. Carrying a spring in her step, her mind tumbled with giddy excitement over the possibility that had developed from a little information. Renewed, reimagining, curiously planning.


***
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HE WATCHED LEESA PASS by the side of the house on her way to practice her magical abilities away from prying eyes. Her telekinetic skills were increasing now allowing her better control over her ability to hover with greater speed and maneuverability as her luminescence power was seeing an increase in its intensity. Being able to control and harness her magic was coming to her easier since being allowed the freedom to explore its wonder. He knew it needed to continue, even if the younger Keeper would rather forget it all and return to the world of norms, Myrna did too.

“Do you think my conversation will help determine if she lives or dies horrifically in the coming hours or was it me merely wasting my final breaths?” Myrna asked him causing him to turn.

“I believe you did what you thought best, good or bad, it needed to be released into the universe.”

“I believe so too.”

“You know she’s lying about seeking out a solution, right?” He asked coming up to the porch and standing near the kitchen door.

Myrna nodded and stood. “Yes, but at least I offered the warning. It’s no longer in our hands,” she said, “soon, nothing will be.” 

“You felt it too then, didn’t you?”  

“Yes, since this morning,” she said joining him. “It won’t be long now.”

He caressed her as she leaned against him. She placed her hand on his chest and gently rubbed it. He held her close and breathed her in. They stayed that way for a couple of minutes, each not saying a word, each one knowing the eventual outcomes as foreseen through their seer abilities. Evil was coming for them all. 

“Do you think she’s ready?” Myrna quietly asked tilting her head up and meeting his eyes. 

“She’ll have to be, she doesn’t have a choice,” he replied resting his forehead against hers.

“Is there anything we can do?” 

He shook his head and looked out across their backyard. An expanse, a home, a lifetime they had worked hard to maintain for years, a land built on love, respect, and a kinship with nature. A community that benefitted from two people considered normal that were anything but in every way. The people that would suffer, the lives that would carry on in the wake of the coming storm were on his mind, the hope still a lingering flame in his heart that it would all work out for everyone involved.

“There’s nothing left to do beyond what we’ve done already. The routes are blocked for us both, no more paths, no more late-game switches, no more saves. We had a good run.”

“That we did,” she whispered.

Wiping her eyes, a single tear rolled down her cheek. He lovingly wiped it off before offering her a smile and a soft kiss. She shed more tears as she pressed her head against his chest and quietly wept wrapped in his arms. An eternity would not have been long enough for the love they shared to fade.

They held each other close and let the world spin past them. Two lovers stopped in time for the briefest of moments. He could feel her heartbeat against his chest seeming to mimic the steady rhythm of his. Eventually, he moved from her and opened the door leading her inside. They would not waste precious moments of living on fate’s design. They would enjoy each other, enjoy their lives as the minutes passed, powerless to stop it. 

He took one last look across the yard. Jesse was happily rooting around the barn in the distance living a dog’s life. His tailed wagged as he bounced along the ground like the world’s woes didn’t bother him at all. That was good, he thought, let him be.

To the left of the barn, something caught his eye. Perched on three of the wooden fence posts facing the house sat three medium-sized owls. One of black and brown, one of almost solid white sporting a streak of grey, and another resonating with the colors of the Utah landscape with golden hues and burnt ochre-colored feathers. All three gazed at the house, burning yellow eyes with the tiniest drop of black in the center fixated on them both. They stood like stone, unmoving, and unflinching in their duty. 

It begins, he thought to himself, knowing full well the significance of an owl appearing in the daytime, let alone three. Sometimes good, sometimes bad, the time was drawing near for whatever they were ushering towards them. The grand reveal would arrive when it was ready. The door shut behind them both. The owls stared on.
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Chapter 4
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Truddie Mae touched down on the concrete roof of the Jacobson Psychiatric Facility on wisps of magical currents near the same spot she had originally appeared when coming to rescue Leesa. Instinctively, she pulled Niles down by his shirt between the large air conditioning units as she scanned the roof’s area. Experience had taught her that norms were and could be everywhere, even when they shouldn’t be.

“We’re going through the door over there,” she told him pointing to the stairwell access to the far left as the city noises rose from below muffling her voice. 

He nodded before peeking over the lip of the air conditioner unit. “What if it’s locked?”

“Way ahead of ya, Woodsy,” she said and giggled as he rolled his eyes. 

She reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled free a small bone. The rabbit femur instantly tingled in her hand with its imbued energy. Focusing on the door, she held the bone to her lips. She had been here before, only the last time she was running instead of planning. Lesson learned; she took pride that she remembered. 

“Recludam,” she said before snapping the bone in half.

A puff of purplish energy sped from her mouth. Traveling the distance to the door, it dissipated against the metal as it made contact. The door handle squeaked and clicked loudly releasing. Waiting a few seconds in case anyone was in the stairwell, she stared at the door expecting someone to rush out. 

“Nicely done.” 

“Not my first rodeo, honey.”

“Shall we make a run for it then?” 

“After you,” she said watching him rise and bolt towards the door. “Damn, long-legged grasshopper,” she whispered to herself, “time for us to make the magic.”

She ran to the door. Having already gotten inside, he held the door open as she whipped past him and instantly pressed herself into the far corner near the downstairs. Shutting the door as she shot past, he stood near her as they paused to catch their breaths. The dimly lit stairwell pressed shadows against their sweaty skin with chilled caresses. 

“I keep forgetting you run like a gazelle wearing canoe-sized sneakers,” she whispered. 

Smiling, he wiped his brow. “Not my first rodeo either.” 

Standing there catching her breath, she watched as he moved to the edge of the stairs and bent over the guard rails to peer down into the abyss of the facility’s stairwell. Shaking his head that they were clear, he walked back to her. Thankfully, no surprise guests like last time.

“What’s the game plan?” he quietly asked.

“We’ll glamour up and check out the second floor.”

“After that, a song and dance number?” he teased before she playfully slapped his hip.

“We do what we always do, we make it up as we go along.”

He nodded before taking a step back from her. Green-colored magic illuminated his hand dazzling against the stairwell walls and metal railings. He quietly cast his spell tracing a hand up and down his body. A white lab coat materialized over his body complete with an ID badge perfectly clipped to its chest pocket. A pair of brown glasses appeared on his face. He moved his hand up to adjust them before running it through his hair and smiling at her.

“Ta-dah!” 

“Well hello there, Dr. Matthew Daniels. You sure do clean up nicely.” She smiled as she rubbed her necklace, the large blood opal comforting. “Mihi obstreperent,” she spoke. 

Her body shimmered a reddish hue following her hand from ankle to head. The magic swirled across her skin changing her completely. Touching her chest and looking at her legs, she ensured the spell had been effective. She gave herself a quick smack on the rear and nodded to him. 

“Geraldine Murphy, so glad you could join us.”

“That’s Dr. Murphy to you,” she said giving him a stern look.

“Oh, my mistake,” he said stiffening up.

“Yer damn right,” she said before snorting as he chuckled. “Let’s get to gettin’.”

He took the steps down and proceeded to check the door as she waited on the last two steps.        Clutching the handle, he pressed his ear against the metal frame to listen. Lifting his head from the door, he rotated switching his grip on the door’s handle to the other hand and pulling it open for her. She took the steps to the door and glanced up at him. 

“Play it cool,” he whispered.

“Always frozen solid.” 

Slipping into the hallway of Floor 2, Niles was right behind her. It instantly brought back memories as the incident months ago filled her with a gnawing ache. It was here, right where she was standing, that a security guard had died. She shivered the visual from her mind and rubbed her shoulders trying to focus. Bending quickly, she kissed two extended fingers and tapped the cold concrete floor twice remembering those taken that horrible day. It never hurt to honor those fallen due to magical means lest the bad vibes seek out retribution on the living. A little prevention never hurt.

She quietly crept towards the nurses’ station, Niles on her heels scanning his head left to right as if he were a radar looking for pings and blips. The sounds of monitoring equipment could be heard in other rooms beyond closed doors. It appeared as if everything had gone back to how it was before the incident, the only tell something had occurred was the small collage of pictures on the wall at her right. A sheet at the center of the display, a memorial for those who lost their lives due to magical evil. 

She felt lower than rent on a burning building as her heart ached for the innocent victims. Shaking her head, she carried on as Niles rubbed her back. He felt the same, she could feel it. His extraction had gone to hell too and, as a result, it had accumulated a fair amount of a body count.

As they approached the nurses’ station, she moved to the counter and leaned up and over to look around the small office area. A female nurse instantly caught her peeking and flipped her head around startled before jumping from her chair and coming to them. Surprised to see Niles standing there, her sudden stop at his appearance caused her white sneakers to squeak against the glossy waxed floor.

“Sorry to scare you, can you assist us?” he asked the woman.

“Oh... yes, of course,” the woman fumbled before approaching Niles with a flashing smile.

“Susan, nice to meet you,” he offered after catching her name from her badge. “I’m Dr. Matthew Daniels, and this is Dr. Geraldine Murphy.”

Smiling and greeting them curtly, Susan refused to shake their hands before appearing smitten with Niles to the point she acted as if he were the King of Avalon riding into town destined to save her from a mundane existence of paperwork and patients. As she watched, Susan ruffled her dirty blond hair and flicked strands of it back with her delicate wrists as her brown eyes twinkled hanging on Niles’s every word. Appearing to be in her late thirties, the frumpy and teal-colored scrubs made her look well into her 50s, age nothing but a number when it came to the nature mage’s candy-coated lip service. 

“Tell me, how can I help you today?” Susan asked them.  

“Well, we’re up from Suncoast Mental Health in Tampa, Florida. We were checking to see if it would be possible to retrieve the med records on one, Ms. Leesa Aviles. She was transferred a few months ago and is now under our care,” he told the nurse.

“Oh, Leesa, last name Aviles, correct?” Susan asked as he clarified. “I do remember her. You two are certainly a long way from home. I hope you both didn’t come all this way for paperwork.”

“That would be her,” he said, “and yes, we are indeed but since we had a seminar in Manhattan we decided to swing by and check. We travel along the Eastern seaboard a lot managing clients as well as handling those at our facility,” he lied, “we’re a growing operation. It keeps us busy.”

“I’d say,” Susan agreed beaming up at him. 

She stood there, nervous panic rising in her chest. In their haste to destroy the medical records from the servers, they had completely overlooked hospital staff. Workers would still remember their patients, regardless of where they ended up. Niles could lie all day if he needed to, but old googly-eyed Susan would and had already recalled information they had believed was covered up. Dusty had not considered that when cleaning up the mess created from the cast offs. She held her breath hoping Susan would buy everything Niles was selling.

“Let me check the computer,” Susan said sitting in a black office chair and sliding out a keyboard she immediately began to bang on. “It may take a second or two, the system is always slow.”

“We have the same issues all the time,” she offered as Susan smiled. So far so good, she thought.

“It seems her file was deleted from the server,” Susan spoke up. “Once a patient leaves our care, unless deceased, we auto-send all digital records to the new location if available and usually close out the file not altogether delete it, which is odd.” She cleared her throat and scanned the blinking screen. “The patient isn’t deceased, correct?”

“No, Ms. Aviles is very much alive,” Niles offered as Susan nodded.

“Hmm, well, the last and only entry closed out the patient’s file and if anything remained not showing up on screen it could have been archived downstairs or could be in limbo as our servers were updated last week and our program has been acting funny ever since.” 

“What does the final entry read?” she asked Susan.  

“Patient transferred to Dr. Rhodes-Mental Health. File Closed.” 

“Ah, Dr. Dusty Rhodes,” Niles said stiffening up at the mention of the tribrid. “She’s a great physician, worked with her for years.”

“Oh, so Dr. Rhodes works for your company?” Susan asked.

“Yes, yes, she works at Suncoast Mental Health as the resident doctor at our Miami location.”

“Ok,” Susan said smiling, “let me update and change the entry then, it read a little confusing.”

“I appreciate you correcting the error, Susan. Thank you.” He smiled, she swooned.

“You are very welcomed,” Susan said.  

“It figures that we’d hit a dead end,” Niles said. “We were just out and about and figured we’d stop in after discovering Ms. Aviles’s medical history was corrupted in the data transfer. We wanted to clarify that our records were up to date and that we didn’t miss anything. Quality of care is vitally important and doubly effective when individual-based.”

“I understand,” Susan offered. “I suggest you check the records room downstairs. It’s worth a shot, our paperwork ends up there, eventually.” She flipped her hair back, rose from the chair, and leaned over the counter. “If it was archived, they probably printed it all off in a folder and shipped it down before closing off the file.” 

“Oh, makes sense. Thanks for the information,” he said pushing away from the counter and heading for the elevator. “We’ll head down there now.” 

“My pleasure,” Susan said before smiling and calling out to him, “it’s a small office in the basement, I’ll call down and let Kathy know you’re on your way.”

“Thank you, Susan. We appreciate all the help,” she said to Susan passing the counter and joining Niles at the elevator as he pressed the call button. “Have yourself a great day.”

As Susan smiled at them as they waited for the elevator to open, she casually glanced down the hall to the makeshift-memorial and the pictures of those lost in the name of magic. A great deal had changed for them, the ripple had spread out including innocents along the way. She silently left a prayer on the second floor as she entered the elevator cabin with Niles. As the doors shut, she exhaled and rubbed her tired head.  

“You did good,” she told Niles leaning against the back wall of the elevator.

“We did good,” he corrected. “I saw you eyeing that memorial area, problem?”

“Was just wondering if Dusty made good on the victims’ families. It wasn’t fair what happened to them here, or anywhere else for that matter.”

“I’m sure did, she’s hacker elite. She probably got into and drained foreign bank accounts and sneakily loaded up everyone that had been affected here, and at the other spots. She’s rather good about taking care of norms when they end up in the crosshairs and covering up any loose ends.”

“Except for the issue with the staff remembering our teammates as their patients.”

“That’s to be expected, Dusty’s good but not that good.”

“Don’t ever tell her that,” she joked with a snicker.

“I don’t plan on it,” he said smiling back at her. “It’s probably why she left that little note on Leesa’s records. It’s a way to dead-end any staff member’s memory by alluding to her being transferred.”

“Maybe she’s smarter than she looks,” she offered.

“Don’t ever tell her that,” Niles responded with a snicker. 

“Not a chance,” she said, “but let’s hope she took care of them all. If not, we’ll see about it ourselves.” He nodded.

She was being completely honest. If a little magic could offer a small measure of peace to the families affected by Keeper issues, she would ensure it did. It could never bring back the dead though the olive branch eased her mind somewhat even if no recognition were ever claimed on her part. 

The magical way of life offered them countless boons often denied to the norms. They had little need for money beyond requirements or, for some, lavish avenues of self-indulgence. When one can magically create fake money, financial security becomes less important. When one can hide in the shadows and already ceases to exist, the risk is never a factor. They had it to spare, had it to share, and would always make good on helping others if the chance presented itself.  

The elevator slowed to a crawl before stopping. The large door leisurely slid open. The basement lay before them as they took two steps out. She could feel the tension rise across her arms as Niles stood by her side, ready and waiting. They didn’t know what to expect, but in their line of work, they knew to expect about anything. 

The smell of old cardboard hit her nose first, the inner workings of magic came second. She could sense it mingling in the air riding piggyback on yellowing paper and the strong fumes of fresh paint. Something had been stirring, at one time, within this area. The faded scent of dried blood and tingle of negative laced energy still slinked around the basement’s confines. She rubbed at her arms and looked at Niles. He gave her a knowing look as he twitched his nose. 

“I guess your hunch was correct,” she whispered to him.

“Unfortunately,” he added. 

The basement was as large as one complete floor of the facility. Grey flooring, recently painted, ran the full length of the area confirming her burning nose, the open boxes of baking soda by the elevator and the two closer ones by an office helped clue her in. The office, large enough to nearly fill half of the downstairs area sat oddly out of place along with its harsh track lighting and small chairs sitting on a dark brown swatch of carpeting. A wooden door was set against hastily built concrete walls running the length of the basement and a sliding window with a small counter sat closed at its right. 

On their right, storage containers and shelving units of supplies were stacked high. In the corner nearest them, two beds sat side by side, wrapped in plastic alongside three wheelchairs. They appeared as underexposed pictures, one in the light and clear, the second a shadowy mess, while the third seemed to merely take the shape of one as it trailed off to the darkness further away. The lack of lighting towards the far back of the basement made everything stacked on shelves and shoved into every available space appear shadowy and filled with monsters. No one had bothered to turn the lights on or had conveniently forgotten. It gave her the creeps with its abandoned mental hospital horror movie vibes.

“Seems a rather odd place to store records and set up an office,” she commented as Niles lead the way towards the small frosted-glass window.

“I agree,” he confirmed. “Imagine having to sit down here waiting for a disc or a folder.”

“I’d rather not,” she added rubbing her arms.

As they approached, the sensation of darker magic tickled the hairs on the back of her neck. Niles shot her a glance and tapped his nose, a silent confirmation of mutual understanding. Glancing around, she took note of the numerous security cameras tracking their every move ensuring confidentiality and thievery remained a top concern to thwart. 

The window slid open; Niles stepped back. “Oh, hi there, sorry, I didn’t hear the elevator. Susan let me know you were coming down, I must have zoned out,” she chuckled. “How can I help you?” 

“Kathy?” Niles asked.

“That would be me,” the woman said smiling.

Her heavyset frame and bouncy curled black hair that was hidden behind large-framed eyeglasses that desperately tried to devour her chubby face. She looked to be in her mid to late ‘50s, most likely
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