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​Prologue
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In the depths of the temple, hidden away from prying eyes, firelight flickered in twelve alcoves. Each recess contained one golden offering bowl whose azure flames illuminated a single statue that represented a beast from the twelve worlds. No two were the same.

The statues had endured as eons passed, as seasons withered and died, as new life and new hope sprang from barren times. In this moment, as in times past, the carved replicas transcended sculpture and served as hosts for entities whose influence extended far beyond the comprehension of other beings.

One statue’s oval pupils glimmered for a moment. He says, affirmed a harsh female voice, that he vouches for her.

The voice trembled, but not from fear; it was simply the cadence of her speech. However, speech itself was never used. The members of this grim society understood the message instantly, without a single sound escaping lips or tongue. They communicated through their thoughts. Such conversations were never meant to be overheard.

So certain, is he? a second female hissed across the silent expanse. I am not sssso easily swayed.

She passed all twelve tasks, boomed a male voice, ending with a self-confident and defiant snort.

Have not othersss? The doubting female’s eyes flashed fiercely, exposing needle-thin pupils.

If noticed at all, the minute momentary manifestations of their true forms would have alerted the uninvited that these were no mere statues but magnanimous entities with a tangible presence.

Another male voice spoke with calm assurance. She is the Djed.

With a hiss, the second female shared her fears. What makes you so adamant this time? She has already done far worse things and caused far more problems in her simple tasks than the one before. What if sssshe is merely a catalyst for the greatest downfall? Existence gone. Everything gone. And you back her sssstill?

In one alcove, flames shot up to the enclosed ceiling and lapped at the ancient structure, leaving ribbons of soot on the stone. As the blaze dwindled, a glowing form leaped through the arched opening into the main chamber. Unmarred by the black fingers of smoke, an enormous tiger’s iridescent fur replicated the ever-changing hues of fire, while golden scales on its muzzle reflected the shimmering light.

Without opening its jaws, the powerful beast spoke. I do, Serpent.

Still unsatisfied, the female hissed, I ssssay you are a fool, Tyger. She has set free much evil, including the one who will come for usss.

You are right. He will, agreed the large felid. And I will be the first one he will come after. Together, we chained him. Confined him. His hatred will not be stifled; he will attempt to slay each and every one of us. We must be ready to confront him when the time comes. He must not prevail.

The accuser’s slitted eyes gleamed angrily. You want usss to stand by you in this, when it was the girl’s fault?

The tiger slowly paced around the chamber, pausing briefly to stare at the cold eyes of each stone host.

She did not know what she was doing when she released The Wolf. Who is to say this was not to be the way of things? They are tied together, bound, just as the twelve of us are.

Let us hope, Tyger, the female hissed one final time, that they are not bound too closely, or this Djed of yours will become our enemy as well. Then, she mussst die.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​Chapter 1
Amnesia
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Suffocation. Panic. Gasping for air, a body writhes with no rational thought for the how or why. Whether one is drowning at the bottom of a pool or choking on a piece of food, the fight to survive is instinctive—an innate behavior to help the human race survive on Earth. Yet what if that human is not on Earth? This was Katie’s first semi-lucid question since the sensation of liquid filling her lungs had clouded her judgement. Of course, it didn’t make sense; the very idea was ridiculous.

She coughed and sputtered. This was the most vivid dream she had had in a long while. But what if she was not dreaming? Her eyes were open, yet she could not see. Had something happened to her? Was she blind?

Katie had been exploring off-trail in the nearby state park as she so often did. The last thing she remembered was sliding down a ravine. Had she fallen, hit her head, and collapsed face down into the stream? If she was hurt, how long before anyone would find her? No one was supposed to leave the park trails for safety reasons. Now she understood why.

Breathe! she willed herself. Just breathe! Inhaling was like chugging down a glassful of milk. Her chest rose and fell; her heart beat rapidly. She wriggled her extremities. She was not lying in water nor resting on ground. Blindly feeling the surface around her, she felt hard, cold stone.

As she began to regain control of her body, Katie pushed herself to her knees. Without light, she was in a black void. The air felt thick and heavy. Slowly, inch by inch, she stretched her arms in front of her, then crawled straight ahead until she felt a wall of stone. Wherever she was, there must be a way out. How else could she be here? For that matter, how did she get here? Had she been abducted? She was fourteen, but older teenagers sometimes went missing. Had someone followed her into the park, snuck up behind her, and knocked her out? Wouldn’t she have noticed another person or heard feet crunching on leaf litter?

Unable to come up with an explanation, the girl carefully stood up, placed one hand on the stone, and followed the slight curve of the wall. Eventually, she lost track of time, then she lost count of her steps. How far had she gone? Just as she feared that she was walking in a large circle, she felt an opening. If this was a passageway, where did it lead?

Katie felt a wave of panic. Should she cry out for help? No. Whoever had left her in this place might be in earshot. She had to escape on her own. Turning to her left, she moved as quietly as she could in the darkness. Each time the corridor turned or split, she hesitated. Nevertheless, she continued through the black labyrinth, up staircases and around bends. She didn’t dare stop in case her captors discovered she was missing.

Should she be scared? She was certainly young and in over her head. Yet that did not bother her as much as the strangely heavy atmosphere. She shivered despite the warm air. She had to find her way out of these depths, for that’s where she believed she had been taken—somewhere deep underground, hidden away from any possible rescue. The abductors might have thought themselves smart, but she knew she was smarter.

At last, Katie spotted a stairwell illuminated by a faint glow from above. There must be a way out, she thought, as the light did not appear manmade. Waning sunlight, perhaps? In the gloom, the sickly luminescence provided scant aid, yet she was grateful for any help that came her way.

She knew she had to be quiet. If she accidentally alerted her captors that she was escaping, they might find a far more secure place to lock her up. What did they think they would get out of this? A ransom? What a laugh. Her parents would raise what they could, but they were not rich. So why her? She was just a country tomboy enjoying the end of summer.

Katie warily eyed the top of the stairs. Was someone waiting for her? Holding her breath, she listened for any sound, but all was quiet. If only the light was brighter, she thought sourly. Step by step, the girl moved toward the glowing beacon of escape.

At the top of the stairs, she realized that the silvery aura was filtering from an opening to the right of the landing. Searching for the source of the glow, she entered a vast chamber. How strange. The dim light came from above. Were there more stairs to climb?

As she blinked her eyes to adjust to the low light, her head craned to glimpse its source. During her next step, her foot never hit the floor. There was nothing underfoot. She began to fall into an abyss. Flailing her arms about wildly, she slammed her elbows onto the stone edge and caught herself. Her body dangled over a crater where the floor should have been. Her fingers desperately tried to get a grip on anything as she felt herself slip. Katie cried out in sheer panic, not caring if her captors found her as long as they saved her from certain death.

There was no response. Was she actually alone? She kicked her feet out, but there was no wall to press up against. Her body slipped down another inch. Tears began to cloud her already limited sight.

Think! Think! she chastised herself. There must be a way to survive. Just think! Katie had always felt comfortable thinking out loud, and this was no exception. “Just pretend that you’re climbing a tree. Reach for the limb. Pull yourself up. Hands, elbows, arms. There you go. Do it again. Just a bit more.”

She wedged her fingers into cracks among the stone slabs. Using them as anchors, she tried to heave herself up. Several fingernails bent backward, but the fear of falling to her death overrode those sharp pains. Slinging her left knee over the top of the ledge, she hoisted the rest of her body onto the stone floor. She hoped it would not collapse.

Katie sprawled out on the cool, hard slabs and took big breaths. Inhaling the thick air, she slowly regained a sense of calm and began to take in her bizarre surroundings. She was definitely inside a stone structure. Ancient, it must have been built centuries ago—before electricity and cars and the internet, before her home town was founded, before the Americas were colonized. This place was a castle straight out of a fairytale. But not the Disney kind. No. This was a Grimm’s castle where princesses never ended up happy and monsters ran amuck. She did not want to find out why it had been abandoned.

Standing up, the girl turned to look at the crumbling hole in the floor. Above her, another jagged gap led to the next story. Higher still was the final opening that let in the sickly moonlight. How could it be night already? Once again, Katie wondered where she was. There were no castles in Georgia. As she stared at the damaged roof, she felt a sharp pain behind her eyes. Closing her eyelids tightly, she thrust the palms of her hands against her temples.

“Owww!” she cried. The pain was tremendous as if a dagger was stabbing her inside her skull. Strangely, even with her eyes shut, she could clearly visualize this place although from a slightly different angle.

Were those voices she heard? The pain dulled, and Katie looked around. “Who’s there?” Her echo was the only response.

“Well, I can’t stay here,” she murmured once she was satisfied that she was not about to be recaptured. Katie began to search for any sort of window or door. If she was at ground level, she could make a run for it. If below or above, she would adjust her course accordingly. Unfortunately, this husk of a room was missing most of its floor, so she was forced to circumnavigate the perimeter. Cautiously, she stepped away from the gaping hole and pressed her body as close as she could to the wall. Now was not the time to play daredevil. Slow and steady was the best course of action.

She headed for a large archway where a door or gate had once stood. The wood had rotted away long ago, leaving hinges to rust in the stagnant air. The smell of decay, organic in nature, was everywhere. Rain and wind had blown leaves and debris through the unintended skylight. Dried leaf litter crunched under Katie’s hiking boots. Her light blond bangs stuck to her forehead from sweat that had certainly been caused by her near-death experience and not the temperature.

The entryway led to a dark corridor. The girl took a last look at the once grand room before exploring the rest of the castle. Without the aid of moonlight, she stumbled around blindly, fingers searching for doors, knobs, or latches until she found another opening and slipped through. Staying close to the wall, she used her hands and feet to feel for furniture that might trip her up. Yet, the first thing she discovered was the thin lip of a fireplace’s mantel. No surprise that it, too, was stone.

Everything was stone. Wood and cloth had been stripped from this place. Furniture had been removed or disintegrated by the grip of time and left to mound as dust on the floor. There was nothing else. Katie explored several more rooms. All vacant. All abandoned. All left to be forgotten, lost to those who once cared. She would not join this castle’s destiny—a thing dead to the world.

Along another corridor in that convoluted interior, an ivory hue of light slid through a doorless gap. A way in for light meant a way out for her! Katie followed the pale glimmer into a small chamber. It was empty like all the others. Empty except for a narrow window and a single painting that still hung on the wall.

Though her prior thoughts had focused solely on escape, when she discovered that something still remained, something not of stone, she was drawn to the canvas. The paint—black from age, dirt, and grime—had cracked and flaked. Moving closer, Katie noticed one spot where the pigmented oil had peeled away. There was another image behind it.

“Is that... an eye?” She reached out to scratch off more of the black coating. As her finger touched the brittle surface, the entire canvas began to disintegrate. “Oh! No. No. No!”

There was nothing she could do but watch as the hidden image vanished forever in a waterfall of dust. Only the frame remained. Fearing that it, too, would fall to pieces, Katie quickly stepped over to the window. However, the window was not to be her escape. A crosshatched metal grating gleamed behind unbroken glass. Meant to prevent entry, it now kept Katie from leaving. Just beyond the barred opening, yellowing grass teased her. No, tormented her. If not for the grate, she would be rid of this place.

“Monkey butt!” she shouted in exasperation. This building was a perfect structure to imprison someone. Unless she found another way out, she would be trapped inside until... Katie shook her head. She refused to think about that. She would get out, she would find out where she was, and she would get home. She wanted to go home.

“Home. I must go home,” she cried. A second sharp pain exploded inside her head. This time, the teen crumpled to the floor. Only moans escaped her lips until the episode passed.

Panting, she forced herself to rise. Her fingertips throbbed, her scraped elbows ached, and she could feel the beating of her heart behind her temples. What was happening to her? Was she sick? Dying? Did she have cancer or a brain tumor? Or maybe... maybe she watched too many medical shows on TV. She was acting like a hypochondriac. Well, she wasn’t sick, but she was in trouble. She needed to pull herself together and get out of this place.

It took several more arduous hours before the girl found the bronze-bracketed doors. Neither stone nor wood, they were made of a tarnished metal, scraped and dented from years of abuse. They were almost too heavy for her to pull open. She grabbed hold of their large circular handles and leaned all the way back until she heard a muffled sigh accompanied by a slight jolt. Step by step, she tugged the massive door open until it was just wide enough for her to slip through sideways.

Freedom had never felt so good. Running as fast as her legs and lungs would allow, the girl took off. Like medieval castles in her history books, this ruin was surrounded by the remains of outer walls and crumbling towers. She raced across a small yard toward a large gateway only to pause and stare at what was left of a decrepit drawbridge. Two parallel metal beams crossed the dried-out expanse of the moat; the wood planks no longer existed. The beams were only meant to serve as a bracket for the wooden base and were too thin to walk on. In the moonlit night, they looked frail and insubstantial.

The bottom of the moat was rocky, and something glinted far below, maybe bits of glass or reflections from scraps of metal. Either way, the drop was too great and the ditch much too steep for the girl to even consider clambering down.

How to get across? Katie knew a way, though she did not like it. Chewing her lip, she wondered if she was strong enough or crazy enough to try. Without wasting any more time, she crouched, grabbed hold of the metal rail in both hands and let her body dangle over the moat.

“Just like monkey bars... but sideways,” she told herself as she slid one hand along the beam before following it with the other. “Just like very scary monkey bars.”

Slowly, she began to cross over the gaping drop and the jagged ground underneath her. Almost immediately, the rusted metal cut into her palms, scraping away thin layers of skin. A warm bead of blood dripped onto her forehead followed by a second.

When was the last time she had gotten a tetanus shot? Surely only a few years ago. Her hands felt as if they were on fire. Her fingers begged her to let go. Too late now. She had escaped the terror behind her; she was not about to allow herself to plummet to a stony demise. The other end of the moat was not that far away, though she wished it was closer.

After a few more shifts sideways, Katie’s hands began to give out. No matter how hard she tried, her grip was weakening, her fingers loosening. Sweat, mixed with blood, peppered her face. One droplet rolled into her ear causing her to shake her head. She fought to control her panic because she knew she would not survive the fall.

With a final burst of energy, she reached the end of the beam and flung an arm onto the ground. Within moments, she had hoisted her exhausted and aching body over the edge of the moat. As much as she wanted to relish the fact that she had escaped, Katie knew she needed to get farther away from that place. She was still too close, and whoever left her there might come back.

Shuffling to her feet once more, she jogged parallel to the overgrown road leading away from the drawbridge. Well, at least where a dirt track seemed to have been. Weedy grasses and scattered debris had almost obscured it. Even though it clearly had not been traveled upon recently, Katie could not risk discovery. Keeping the abandoned path in sight, she ran in the scrub, always ready to hide behind a thorny thicket or sickly bush.

Thankfully, there was no sound of pursuit. In fact, there was no sound at all. No crickets or cicadas. No flutter of bat wings or scurrying of rodents in the tall grass. Everything was silent. It was as if she were the only living thing left alive. But that was another crazy thought. She seemed to be having too many of those.

The girl’s adrenaline had started to wane. Both physically and emotionally drained, she struggled to keep moving at any sort of respectable pace. The terrain did not help. Although flat, the overgrowth tugged and clawed at her clothing. Dry stream beds caused her to stumble and trip as she raced across them.

In the distance she noticed a dark smear that ran parallel to and below the horizon. “What could that be?” Katie’s rhetorical question was left unanswered. She decided to head toward the strange black line. Was it a ravine like those in the park near her home? Well, she was not exactly wrong.

The ground did indeed divide, but this was no small crack. This was a canyon so wide that it appeared to split the entire land in two. The view resembled photos of the Grand Canyon, but it also reminded Katie of something else. Last year, she had been plagued by a repetitive dream of canyons and castles. Now, there was a castle behind her and a canyon in front of her. But she was definitely not dreaming.

She stepped closer to the canyon’s rim and scanned both sides of the gorge. Looking to the left and the right, she could not see a way to cross. Despite having escaped the stone fortress, she was still trapped if she could not traverse the immense chasm. She would be forced to turn around and return to that vile place where she had woken up and risk confronting the mysterious strangers that had brought her there.

That was the last thing she wanted, but what choice did she have? Her last ray of hope was dashed. Turning around, she stared back at the illuminated silhouette of the ancient siege castle. Gargoyles perched on parapets near angled rooftops and tower ledges. Windows were shattered and walls were pockmarked from catapult projectiles and other nefarious weapons that had battered the might of this harsh place eons ago.

Katie froze. This castle was not just similar to the one in her dream. It was the one from her dream...

That was impossible. As if a boxer had smashed a left hook into her face, Katie almost reeled backward into the gloom and certain death of the abyss. As she strove to regain her balance, a rush of images and vibrant nightmares made themselves known all at once. Faces of monsters and scenic panoramas of impossible landscapes filled her mind. Voices and names rained down on her. As if caught up in the swirling winds of a tornado, a million memories returned. But this could not be. They were just imaginary fancies that she made up as she daydreamed through biology class or dreams about far-flung adventures that faded away upon waking.

If this place was real and not birthed from her vivid imagination, had she traveled here last year? Impossible! She was fourteen, she lived in Georgia, summer was almost over, and school would start soon.

But this place... this place was not her world. This place was not Earth. This place was...

“Wect!”
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Chapter 2
Heading Toward Destiny
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Somewhere in the distance on the other side of the canyon was a palace very different from the siege castle that Katie had just escaped. It was the centerpiece of the grand city of Ogdoad, a city filled with strange and fantastical beings known as Ntr. Capable of intelligent thought, they governed this world found on the far reaches of the universe.

Katie knew this just as she knew that Wect was one of only twelve planets that hosted magic— a unique and intangible essence that enabled all sorts of entities to exist and manifest supernatural powers. Just as oxygen is essential to human life, magic is essential for these life forms. She had not learned this on Earth, which wasn’t one of the magicked planets, but by traveling to each of those twelve worlds on a quest to earn a dozen unique items as proof that she was the next Djed.

Blinking, Katie froze as she was bombarded with memories. Her mind struggled to sort through a wealth of previously forgotten information. She was the Djed. The protector not only of the twelve planets but also of existence itself. She was the prophesied hero, or rather heroine— an outsider from a Rubbish planet who would appear right before a Great War and help maintain the universal equilibrium. Just as her predecessors before her, she had been proven by completing the twelve tasks.

A shiver ran down the girl’s spine. A Great War meant that all twelve magicked planets including any alternate realities or dimensions that coexisted in that space would be thrust into battle. They would need to join together to fight a dark and powerful force, one whose victory would destroy the universal equilibrium and annihilate all existence. As Djed, she would lead and defend the twelve worlds and do all she could to make sure the balance was maintained and life would continue. The war was coming. Katie instinctively knew it. The time had come for her to accept her role in the greatest of all battles.

Now she realized where she must go. Ogdoad awaited her as did the Triumvirate. The Ntr’s three rulers had provided assistance and support throughout her twelve tasks. Katie remembered High King Rege, Lesser King Kastor, and Queen Allimondria as clearly as she could picture her mama’s face. They were real. This place was real. Her destiny was real.

Turning back to the gaping chasm that cut straight across her path, Katie wondered how she could traverse this obstacle. This was no mere moat. This was a challenge without a visible solution. From the canyon’s rim, the steep walls plummeted down at sheer angles and disappeared into the blackness that shrouded the bottom.

How far down was the drop? Just leaning over made her feel woozy. Surely there was a trail to the valley below. She would have to find it or else walk to the end of the canyon. There was an end. There had to be one. No canyon continued forever. Yet in the pale moonlight, the gaping crevasse seemed endless. The land was split as far as she could see. How many miles would she have to walk, and how much farther did the canyon extend?

She had scaled the walls of a similar fissure once. It was here on Wect... but not here. It was a second dimension, one that was a husk of its former self. Nothing lived in its inhospitable climate, and she had been tasked with planting seeds to bring new growth and the hope of restoring the land. At that time, she had been training and strengthening herself physically. Nevertheless, she had nearly died; her arms had almost given out. Not having pushed herself to such extreme physical limits during the past year, she doubted she would make it even halfway down before falling. And if she did reach the base of the canyon, how long would she need to rest before attempting to climb up the far side?

Wait. Were these memories truly real? Wect, the Triumvirate, the trials she had faced? If so, how could she have forgotten all of it for so long? Shouldn’t some of this have come back to her before now? She remembered being told that she would forget her time on Wect and the other planets when she returned to Earth. But this was more than forgetting someone’s name or a dream come morning. There had been months filled with marvelous adventures and agonizing horrors, near-death experiences and unbreakable friendships. She had traveled to worlds using gateways and dimensions using portals, experienced magic, and discovered her destiny. All gone. All forgotten.

How could she have forgotten everything so easily? What if this was only another vivid dream? Yet she knew it wasn’t. Somehow, she had been prevented from remembering any of this when she returned to Earth. The Triumvirate had to be responsible. Katie grimaced. She needed answers, but to get them, she had to find a way across the canyon.

Food or provisions were not to be found. How many days could she travel along the canyon’s rim hoping to discover a less dangerous place to cross? How many more days would it take to walk to Ogdoad? What should she do? What choices, if any, did she have?

“My head hurts,” Katie griped as she rubbed her temples. Sitting down, she dangled her legs over the edge of the ledge. She stretched out her legs, then swung them back; her heels smacked the canyon’s crumbling side. The morning was still hours away, yet she was anything but sleepy. She lay back on the yellowed grass and stared at the incremental movement of stars and constellations that were quite foreign to her. There had to be a solution. There had always been one in the past.

As the teen focused on remembering, she recalled more images and details. She had entered the other dimension through the portal in Ogdoad and then made her way toward a canyon. Could that canyon and this one be the same? They were both on this planet. Did they exist in the same locations in each dimension? Could actual geographical anomalies transcend alternate dimensions?

None of this mattered; she still needed to get across. “Ugh!” Katie whined. Frustrated with her inability to find a viable solution, she tossed a clump of grass into the air and watched it disappear into the chasm’s depths. Several blades landed on her torso, but she was in no mood to sit up and brush them off. “It seems my only option is to climb down and then find a way up.”

Rolling onto her side, she stared at the silhouette of the castle illuminated in the moonlight. The gargoyles and towers gave the impression of a beast with a thousand teeth. Surely something in that giant structure could be of help. A bit of rope or chain could assist her descent. That painting had survived after all those years, at least until she had touched it. There just had to be something more substantial that she could utilize to her benefit.

Slowly rising to her feet, Katie headed back toward the decrepit siege castle. Recrossing the moat proved even more painful this time, and her already raw hands bled freely. Sliding past the massive door, she waited while her eyes adjusted to the gloom.

Why hadn’t she paid more attention earlier? she asked herself. That was easy. She had been afraid. If she had only remembered everything a bit sooner, she would not be stumbling about blindly now. After inspecting several empty rooms, Katie spotted a section of crumbling wall. Although certainly a sign of instability, something about the eroded gap compelled her to approach.

Carefully squeezing through, she recognized the large, devastated hall and the cavernous hole in its shattered floor. On the far side of the room was the stairwell that she had climbed up only hours ago.

“Well, I can’t reach that from here,” Katie sighed. She was going to turn around and head in a different direction, but curiosity got the best of her. Tiptoeing toward the edge, she peered at the collapsed rubble. Several large slabs perched at precarious angles. The closest was only a short drop below her. It had come to rest upon a chaotic jumble of similar slabs that led all the way down to the next floor. Could she make it? Should she even try?

Suddenly, the temperature of the air around her dropped by several degrees causing her to shiver. A dry whooshing noise from the stairwell was accompanied by a gust of wind. As Katie watched the leaves swirl angrily about, a blast of frigid air slammed into her body, knocking her off her feet and into the hole. The hard stone on her rump and back was unforgiving; worse, she began sliding on the polished surface of the flooring and picked up speed at an increasing rate due to its steep decline. She let loose a scream of terror. Within seconds, she would hurtle past the end of the first slab. If she could not veer off at a slightly different angle, she would be propelled into utter darkness to land on who knows what.

When Katie hit the little ledge where one slab butted up on another, she was able to slow her speed although her body swiveled around like a pinwheel. Unable to stop, she rolled over and over just as she used to do when she rolled downhill in a barrel. Yet this time it was not of her own choosing, and there was no barrel to protect her body from being scraped and cut. Helpless, she closed her eyes until her body skidded to a stop.

Her head throbbed furiously and her breathing was rapid. Her vison was blurred, but in the dark, it did not matter. To say her body had been battered was an understatement. Now she understood why old cartoons depicted birds and stars swirling around rattling heads.

“Why is nothing ever easy?” she asked aloud as she checked for broken bones. Slowly, she stood up and looked around; the ambient light from the open roof was beginning to brighten. She remembered being here before. She was in the lowest level. This space was larger than the one above and served as the underground vault for the crypts of the ancients that had once presided over this archaic domain.

Neither the knowledge that she was surrounded by a myriad of recesses filled with decaying bodies nor the realization that she had nearly died in this tomb last year cause her distress. What did concern her was the gigantic circular portal that was almost entirely cast in shadow. The massive stone device towered above her and stood erect as if bolted into the ground though no obvious base could be seen. On its face were multiple concentric rings that bore numerous carved runes and timeworn symbols. And it was those designs when aligned in certain patterns and pressed in a specific order that would open doors to other worlds.

Could she remember how to dial to Ogdoad? The doorway would open and she would enter and... and then what? She knew that portals were entrances for dimensions on the same planet. Ogdoad was on Wect, but the siege castle was also on Wect. Wouldn’t she just be sent back here, to the wrong side of the canyon? That would not help. What sense did that make? What sense did any of this make?

She eyed the portal angrily. But was it actually a portal? When she had used this device before, she had been fleeing the planet Ucryzia, a far different world than Wect. That meant this was a gateway, not a portal, and gateways opened to wormholes which connected one world with another.

“Think! Think!” she exclaimed. Did it matter that this was not a portal to a different dimension on this planet? The gateway would at least enable her to travel to another world. Would that work? Once on a different world she could... she could what? Dial the code back to Wect? That would only return her back where she started. No, she was missing something.

What if she used this gateway in the ruined castle to dial out to another planet? She remembered that planets had more than one gateway. If she could find the alternate gateway on that planet, she could return to Wect by dialing the gateway inside the city of Ogdoad. All this world-jumping business made her head swim, but it somehow made sense. At least she had a plan.

Then again, why couldn’t she just dial the gateway in Ogdoad from here? Did wormholes work like that? Did she want to risk it? An error in dialing could send her into the far reaches of space. If these gateways were not connected, where would she end up?

No. It was safer to attempt something tried and true. But which planet? Katie stared at the massive device in dismay. She had forgotten how enormous it was. All the other gateways that linked to the one in Ogdoad were just tall enough to lead a horse through. But this one was so big that she would not be able to manipulate the dials on her own. Luck did not appear to be on her side. She would have to cross the chasm on her own.

Just as Katie was going to leave, she heard a heavy scraping sound. This was not an errant gust of air. This was stone against stone. She stared wide-eyed at the enormous gateway as one of the rings began to turn. When it stopped, she heard several muffled clicks and noticed the faint glint of several runes. Surely, she was imagining things from that hit on her head.

Another ring began to rotate, this time in the opposite direction.

Katie took a step back. Could the gateway activate itself? How was that possible? There needed to be a physical entity controlling it in order for the door to open. And she was alone. More symbols seemed to be pressed as if by invisible fingers.

The sequence being dialed was all too familiar. These were not random selections but specific coordinates for a place that she had visited before. Katie stepped back again, and her left foot hit the edge of a fallen slab just as the final rune locked into place.

“Son of a monkey!” she groaned. Her voice was lost among the whirring noise emanating from the gateway. Inside the circular hollow, electrical pulses sparked. The noise grew until it echoed from ceiling to floor. From the center of the circle, a pinpoint of blue-white light expanded until the hollow space took on the appearance of a glossy surface. It rippled like water, shimmered like reflective metal.

There was no time to escape. Once the gateway was activated, every molecule of her body felt as if it had been magnetized. The strange energy pulled her toward the opening and dragged her feet across the stony floor. A moment later, Katie was sucked into the wormhole.
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Chapter 3
Unexpected Entry
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A tingling electric sensation, both familiar and uncomfortable, began enveloping Katie’s body from her pale blond hair to the skin underneath her toenails, and she sucked in her breath sharply. The sensation would intensify into something painful if her journey between worlds took too long, but that shouldn’t happen this time. At least, not for the destination chosen for her. The glowing space surrounding her should dissipate once she arrived. That’s how it had worked last year. That’s the way it should work now. Yet, it didn’t.

Katie was in the glowing corridor of the wormhole. Like the doorway, the entire surface of the tunnel shimmered and rippled yet was still semi-transparent. Beyond it was the expanse of space. Countless stars glimmered as Katie stood there gawking. No matter how many times she had experienced this sensation, it was always awe-inspiring. But this time, something was very wrong.

Why wasn’t she moving? Shouldn’t she be sliding down a winding tube? Shouldn’t she be pulled forward so forcefully that she would be propelled out of the tunnel? Entities were never allowed to stay any longer than need be in a wormhole. So why was she standing still?

The shimmering light in front of her changed and revealed a hard stone surface akin to the walls of the castle. Another barricade! Katie recalled that this particular gateway had been sealed off long ago. Her escape from Ucryzia to Wect had required the stone barricades on both ends of the wormhole to be breached. She had been chastised for breaking down those barriers. But why? What was the reason for this?

Behind her, the tunnel appeared to go on forever, yet when she tried to go back, she hit an invisible barrier that prevented her return to Wect. She was trapped in the wormhole; lost in space with nowhere to go.

Katie ran her fingers over the stone wall. It felt cool and rough like rock should. What could have made this blockade? Why had someone sealed the access point of the gateway? In a mix of fear, worry, and desperation, she slammed her shoulder against the solid expanse forcing her entire weight against it. Although only fourteen, she was tall for her age and had never considered herself particularly skinny. She could shimmy up trees, beat her friends running sprints, jump and swim and bike. She was strong, but nowhere near strong enough for this.

The tingling in her body had become a fiery pain that thrummed through her and matched her rapid heartbeats. Tears began to bubble up until she could no longer see clearly. Crying out, she beat her hands against the rock. They were already severely scraped and bleeding and would only get worse. When that failed, she kicked at the base with her heavy hiking boots.

“Come on! Move you drat thing! Get me out of here!” Her knuckles smeared blood over the stone. She could not stop yelling, “Get me out! Out! Out!”

The pain within her worsened. Just when she thought every fiber of her being was going to be ripped apart, her body became numb. She sank to the semi-transparent floor and leaned against the impenetrable barricade. Her body was drained of energy. Tears slid down her cheeks as she babbled mindlessly, “Get out. Get me out. Out...”

Her thoughts splintered in a million directions. Her family, her life on Earth, her time on these worlds. All for nothing. She would starve. Yearn for water. She would die in the In Between as payback for her desire to leave and abandon her destiny. This was her fault and her punishment.

“Everything happens for a reason,” she sobbed aloud. Yet somehow, that thought gave her new strength. With the pain subsiding, Katie rose to her feet. Stretching her hand in front of her, she placed her palm on the center of the stone wall. Pressing gently, she felt a change in the atmosphere around her. The magnetic feeling strengthened and began tugging her toward the barrier. The rock changed from the dull gray of stone to a crystalized variant resembling the milky quartz she would find in the tilled fields in Georgia. Beyond the translucent surface, numerous shapes moved about. She realized there must be a multitude of bodies on the far side of the solid barrier.

Suddenly the stone began to fracture and crumble. As soon as it had disintegrated, Katie was ejected from the wormhole. Stumbling, she tried to prevent herself from falling face down onto those broken shards when something small tapped the top of her head. Regaining her balance, she stared at the business end of a wand.

Wizards and witches were encircling the young teenager. Dressed in pristinely tailored suits like a classy version of the FBI, they stared at her with cool and impersonal expressions. Katie had arrived at Amistat, the world of witches, and it was all too clear that she was not welcome.

She slowly raised her hands like a comical robber caught by the police but froze when her palms reached ear level. Did a spark jump out of one of the wands? Did they think she was a witch? Were her movements deemed threatening? She wanted to speak, to introduce herself, to explain her predicament, but would that put her at risk? Wizards and witches were known for their incantations. If she spoke, would they assume she was casting a spell?

Katie decided it was safer to remain silent. She inclined her body slightly as if in a bow. The awkward position proved hard to maintain, but if it helped save her life, it was worth the inconvenience.

No one spoke, yet that did not reassure her. What were they waiting for? If they would say something, anything really, the tension might lessen. If they asked her to explain herself, she would. Yet they kept very still and very quiet, observing the interloper with sharp interest.

There was a cracking pop like a log in a fire followed by the unpleasant odor of scorched plastic. A figure walked around the girl and stopped right in front of her.

Without tilting her head, Katie strained her eyes as she tried to look up at the person. The man was an older wizard and not particularly noteworthy in build. He was dressed in a burnt orange outfit. His collared shirt was accessorized with a pocket square in a complimentary shade of ivory. From hair cut to facial expression, his attire and demeanor implied a neat, tidy, and to-the-point individual.

In his hand, he held what appeared to be a mahogany baton with a bronze grip. Katie’s attention was drawn to the device. Raising it like a weapon, he first pointed it at her, then adjusted the aim over her shoulder.

“Restituere opposuitque.”

A beam of orange light blasted out of the end of the baton. The girl jumped aside when she felt the heat from the hot sparks. When the light reached the hollow opening at the center of the inactive gateway, it exploded like fireworks. The shattered crystal shards that littered the floor began vibrating and bouncing. One by one, the fragments reformed the rock wall. As soon as they were all perfectly in place, the cracks and seams fused together and the quartz-like crystals reverted to dull, gray stone until the entire gateway was enclosed and unrecognizable for what it truly was. It now appeared to be a boulder, the sole item in a large cavern.

From where she stood, she could not see any doors or windows, no exits nor entrances. Although the space was illuminated quite well, there was no discernible light source. With no apparent escape route, she focused on the stern expressions of those wielders of magic. A few near her kept their wands at the ready. However, a number of others moved with purpose around the perimeter of the cavern. Turning to face the center, they unanimously shouted, “Videtur.”

The chamber brightened for a moment. Katie observed the people positioned around the perimeter peering about as if searching for some kind of sign, but nothing seemed to happen. Compared to sealing the gateway, this magic, if magic at all, was lackluster.

“Now,” the orange-suited wizard began. His brisk tone caught the girl’s attention. Small clouds of breath puffed out when he spoke. “Who are you and why are you here?”

Katie shivered. It was rather cold in this strange space. Eyeing the wizard warily, she wondered if she should announce herself? There were rules about where, when, and with whom she could disclose her identity, and she had never fully figured them out. But she did know that the wizards of Amistat were aware of the Great War and the prophesied hero.

“I am Katie of Earth,” she began as she had in the past, then decided to add, “The Djed.”

That statement drew the first real emotional response from those around her. Though the wizard in orange maintained a sense of calm, whispers and murmurs were heard among the others.

“I have come to speak with the prime minister.” Katie hoped that Kírke still served in that position as she knew who the girl was even if these strangers had their doubts. Kírke would have no problem sending the teen back to Wect.

“The prime minister?” the man in orange seemed to doubt her words. Oblivious to the chill in the air, he nodded to a female on his left. Before Katie could blink, the woman vanished with a crackling pop. The air reeked of molten plastic.

“Where did she...?” Katie began but left her uncertainty wafting about along with the stench.

“To inform the prime minister of your arrival,” was his only reply.

The silence resumed until a series of crackling pops burst forth. This time, the unpleasant odor was so pervasive that Katie began to gag. In a fit of coughing, she almost missed the arrival of five figures, but she recognized Kírke’s voice immediately.

“Katie of Earth, may I be the first to congratulate you upon your success in completing the twelve tasks. I have awaited the news with extreme anticipation.”

Kírke was one of the most striking people the girl had ever met. On Earth, the dark-skinned woman with dirty blond hair and brilliant green eyes would make a striking impression, not to mention her fashion sense. Her tailored pantsuit was a fusion of sleek modern style and Elizabethan flair. Ruffled collar and cuffs paired well with the many rows of decorative buttons down the sleeves of her blazer. Her hair was slicked back into a perfect French twist. Yet she was not human. Not really.

Several other figures of assumed authority stood behind her along with the woman who had fetched them. They seemed to be appraising the teen calmly, yet their raised eyebrows, widened eyes, and intense stares indicated that they were impressed.

Kírke introduced them. “These are fellow members of the Cabinet: Minister Lonius, Minister Gyges, and Minister Trisum.”

Turning to the man in orange, Kírke asked, “Constable Ramel, what say you regarding the gateway?”

“It is secure, Prime Minister.”

Kírke considered the boulder for a long moment. “Very well. Please come to the Citadel after you complete your inspections.” Turning to Katie, she said, “Djed, you will follow me.”

“Follow where?” Katie half expected a door to appear or a stairwell to reveal itself.

“Hold my hand,” Kírke said with a pleasant smile. Her skin was soft though her grip was strong, and her long thin fingers grasped the girl’s securely.

Then lightning exploded. At least, that’s what it sounded like to Katie. A strange electrical current coursed through her body, and she was blinded momentarily. As her vision returned, it was accompanied by an instantaneous queasiness. Letting go of Kírke’s hand, she stumbled a few steps before her knees buckled. All she could do was hunch over the polished stone floor and gag. Just as she began to throw up, a small bin slid itself over to her to catch what little regurgitated waste remained in her stomach.

A hand gently rested on her back. Kírke sympathetically explained, “Your body was not designed to endure instantaneous teleportation. The side effects will lessen shortly.”

Though Kírke’s words were meant to be encouraging, Katie continued to dry heave for some time. “You could have warned me,” she griped once she was finally able to speak.

“It is better not to fear the results of the transportation,” Kírke acknowledged coolly. “You must trust me on that. Thankfully, it is over. Come, let me help you up.”

Once again, Katie took hold of the prime minister’s hand. Now she recognized that they were standing in the center of the sleek, modern lobby of the Citadel, their government building. There were a few cushionless chairs and a low-backed love seat positioned around a strangely angled coffee table. Since these were off to one side, they were probably more decorative than functional. The opposite end of the room was empty except for a painting that, in Katie’s opinion, was much too large. It was abstract, her least favorite style of art, so it did not hold her attention for long.

The man standing behind the front desk gave a courteous nod to the prime minister as she led Katie straight to the elevator where the bellhop politely inquired, “Top floor?”

Kírke responded with a slight nod. The doors had barely slid shut before opening a moment later. They had reached the top of the impressively tall skyscraper in the blink of an eye. Entering the circular glass-paneled room, Katie noted how bright the light was outside.

“Go ahead,” Kírke said. “Look, if you wish.”

With a grin, Katie hurried over to one of the half-dozen doors that led to the wrap-around balcony. She opened it, half expecting to be blasted with a gust of wind, but the air was dead still. Inching closer to the balustrade, the girl peered down at the blanket of clouds hovering several stories below. Sunlight refracted off the puffy masses blocking her view of the ground. Maybe that was a good thing. She did not think she was scared of heights, but this building was exceptionally tall.

Scooting back inside, Katie saw that Kírke was waiting patiently for her. “Thank you,” the girl said politely as she followed the prime minister to the far side of the elevator shaft.

In truth, the prime minister was more than a mere witch. She was a sorceress, the most powerful level of witch. Kírke opened the door at the back of the shaft and led the way into her large private office that somehow existed in the physical space where the elevator should have been. Katie had given up trying to rationalize everything that occurred on these worlds; it would have driven her mad.

“So, what was all that buzz about?” a familiar voice chimed up. “I thought that—”

Katie stepped around Kírke to face another girl who was seated in a wing chair next to a paper-strewn desk. The other teen gasped, “Katie!”

“Hello Sar’ra,” Katie said with a smirk.

“It’s been...”

“A year or something like that,” Katie acknowledged.

Sar’ra looked very much like her aunt with the same dark skin, green eyes, and dirty blond hair though her beautiful locks were loose and naturally curly. A year older than Katie, she had originally resented the earthling and viewed her as a rival, constantly countering every move or finding fault with every choice the human girl made. Somehow, over the course of the tasks, Sar’ra and Katie had become such close friends that they were more like sisters.

Nearly dropping the book that she had been reading, Sar’ra rushed over in a whoosh of robes to give Katie a big hug.

Half laughing, the human girl teased, “Still homeschooled I see.”

“Better watch your tongue,” Sar’ra countered in a playful sneer. “When I become a sorceress like my aunt, I could take that appendage away from you just like that.” She snapped her fingers in the air.

“Girls, girls,” Kírke sighed pleasantly. “You might have a chance to catch up later. Right now, there are more important items to cover.” Obediently, Sar’ra returned to her seat while Katie was offered another comfortable looking wing chair that slid across the room toward her.

Once settled, Katie observed the prime minister’s brilliant green eyes assess her. Was the sorceress waiting for her to say something, or was she to remain silent until her hostess spoke?

Kírke began. “How have you been since we last saw one another?” On the desk, a silvery blue pen sprung erect and began taking notes on a blank piece of parchment.

“Um... fine I guess.” Although Katie was unsure how to answer at first, she realized Kírke was trying to politely allow her a chance to explain the reason for her return. Crossing her legs under her, she began. “Well, after I left Amistat, I was able to finish the tasks. It was hard. Very hard.”

Katie thought back on the prior year when she had been hunted down by a foul creature whose sole aim was to slay anyone claiming to be the next Djed. She could envision the black vaporous mass, multitude of clawed limbs, and fanged head. She did not want to rekindle the terror invoked by that monster. Instead, she quickly moved on. “At that point, High King Rege ordered me to go home. To Earth, I mean.”

“Back to Earth? That is an interesting decision. Ah, so that is why...” Kírke stopped and quickly apologized. “That was rude of me. Please continue. I will hold my questions until you are through.” Her pen paused briefly, then began writing twice as fast as before.

“Yeah, so I went home, but not before he made me forget everything. That’s it, really. I was home for the past year until last night.” Katie paused as she remembered that on this world it was daylight. “I mean today. And like before, I arrived on Wect. I don’t know how. I just did.”

Katie looked at the witches. They seemed to accept her response when she had assumed they wouldn’t. This was encouraging, so she finished by saying, “But this time, I was stuck on the wrong side of a canyon. One so large, it appears to split Wect in two.”

“The Itruw Canyon,” murmured Sar’ra. Even though she wasn’t trying to act like a know-it-all, the young witch always came off that way.

Not letting the interruption rile her, Katie agreed, “Yeah, that one. Anyhow, I remembered there was a gateway in the abandoned castle on that side of the canyon, and that is what I used to get here. Would you let me return to Ogdoad through the other gateway in the College of the Mage?”

Disregarding the question, Kírke asked thoughtfully, “This gateway that you used, was it left unsealed?”

“Unsealed?” Katie asked. Once again, she wondered why this was so important. “Well, it had been blocked, but I broke through the barriers when I used it last year during the tasks.”

“I must say I disapprove of any gateway left unprotected and able to be activated by anyone with the right knowledge. Especially that one. However, I will not fault the Triumvirate for deciding to leave it alone. It is not located in their kingdom if I recall correctly.” Kírke gave a half smile.

“Don’t blame them,” Katie replied. “Not this time. I had hoped that you would help me, but I did not open the gateway. It did so itself.”

“That’s impossible,” retorted Sar’ra who was also listening intently to the conversation.

Kírke’s stony expression indicated otherwise. Her pen went on a rampage of writing. “I am honored that you deemed us worthy allies and came to us in your time of need, Djed. Regardless of how it occurred, I will most happily assist you on your journey back to Wect. I suspect they are awaiting your return just as I have been.”

Katie felt that there was something left unsaid, yet she did not push the sorceress to divulge more information than she wished to share. Surely, she thought, if there was more to know, she would be told—if not by Kírke, then by the Triumvirate.

The prime minister’s eyes flickered to the door as if half expecting someone to walk through it at that moment. The sorceress’s pen listed sideways and returned to its elegant holder while Kírke empathetically stated, “I am sorry Sar’ra. There is no time for you to catch up. The Djed must return to Wect at once in order for her to assume the role she has worked so hard to achieve.”

Was that actual sadness in Sar’ra’s eyes? The young witch did not question her aunt’s decision. Instead, she nodded slightly and drew out her wand. Katie automatically stiffened.

“Laga,” Sar’ra uttered.

A beam of pink light shot between witch and human. Katie could not help but recoil from the unexpected pain as the fiery sparks struck her hands.

Sar’ra gave her a half smile just like her aunt’s as Katie observed her battered hands heal themselves at an unheard-of rate.

“Well, that’s a little different.” Katie mused as she touched the now smooth flesh on her palms and knuckles.

“I’m improving,” acknowledged Sar’ra. “And you’re welcome.”

Katie grimaced. The young witch was still a bit too snotty for her taste. Maybe it was for the best that she return to Wect by herself. Then she recalled the terrible queasiness from her last journey, and her face paled.

Kírke must have understood. “I will send for a carriage.”

“Not...?” Katie’s words left her when the flavor of bile toyed with the back of her tongue.

“No. Not that way.”

The teen tried to swallow, then forced herself to ask, “Why don’t you teleport everywhere?”

The prime minister’s green eyes gleamed. She picked up the still damp parchment and lightly blew on it which caused all the words to fade entirely away. Folding the blank page, she explained, “We do not condone laziness nor do we belittle magic. It has its costs.”

Katie scrunched up her nose. As unpleasant as teleporting had been for her, it seemed highly efficient.

Kirke looked at her gravely. “Just because one can do something does not mean one should. Here.” The now sealed letter levitated in the air to land gently in Katie’s open hands. “Please deliver that to the Triumvirate when you see them.” Looking at her niece, she added, “Sar’ra, why don’t you accompany the Djed to the college.”

A full smile broke on Sar’ra’s face, and the two friends left the Citadel together. An elegant horse-drawn carriage awaited them outside. Once the vehicle lurched to a start, the teens began to rapidly tell each other all about their past year, although as far as Katie was concerned, her year had been far less exciting than the young witch’s.

They travelled through a hilly landscape of lush green fields dotted with thin conical trees. Amistat was very beautiful. Behind them, the metropolis slowly shrank away until only the impossibly tall skyscraper of the Citadel could be seen disappearing into the clouds.
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​Chapter 4
Cause For Alarm
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It was a long ride to the College of the Mage. Upon arrival, Katie admired the numerous buildings of varying shapes which had stood for ages just beyond the entry gates. The carriage driver stopped the vehicle directly in front of one that both Katie and Sar’ra had visited on multiple occasions. His white-gloved hands assisted the girls to the ground, then holding his top hat to his chest, he gave a practiced bow and politely bade them farewell.

Sar’ra took the lead. For once, this did not bug Katie for the witch knew how to navigate the college far better than she did. As they strode down a corridor, they heard student recitations, the soft scratching of chalk on a blackboard, and the drone of professorial lectures as they passed various classrooms. Finally, they entered a massive lecture hall where a robed class was in the middle of a highly philosophical discussion.

Without pausing in his remarks, the orator gave them—and Katie in particular—a nod of recognition. He was dressed in an astonishingly well-cut silk suit of the deepest red hues, and in his right hand he held a decorative walking cane with a highly ornate owl-head handle. Margris, the college’s chief overseer of the college, had been Katie’s first real introduction to the wizarding world. To say he shattered her stereotype would be an understatement.

Sar’ra strode right up to the gateway which was situated at the back of the room. It was identical to the others except for proportion; this one was only slightly taller than an average doorframe. The circular device had not been touched since the last time Katie had activated it.

Sar’ra turned to her friend. “What do I need to do? I don’t remember.”

A smirk crossed Katie’s face. Had the young witch just admitted that she was not all-knowing? That must have been hard for her to swallow.

“I’ll talk you through it,” Katie reassured her.

The pair began the process of dialing to Wect. Behind them, the class of young wizards approached. With Margris’s permission, they were able to witness the magnificent spectacle of a gateway actually being used and experience the lights, the sounds, the pure raw energy. Yet there were no gasps or hushed murmurs. As if observing a demonstration of a frog dissection, the group maintained a calm, thoughtful, and respectful demeanor.

Katie heard Sar’ra’s voice over the steady whirr of the active doorway thrumming in her ears. “I hope you come back soon.” The young witch was in earnest. “Those my age... they don’t understand... nor could they.”

It was true that the many miraculous and horrifying things the pair had seen and experienced had changed them and their outlook on the universe or should have. Katie’s memories were still returning. Chewing the bottom of her lip, she responded, “I think I just might.”

As she walked toward the gateway, Sar’ra added, “Look after Ike for me. And take care of yourself.”

“I wi—”

A sudden whooping noise swiftly transitioned into the earsplitting wail of a siren. Sar’ra looked about in terror. Whatever was happening was far from the norm. Margris shouted something to his pupils. They all pulled out their wands and started to file out of the room. Even he appeared worried.

Holding her friend close, Katie still had to shout so that her voice was heard. “What’s going on?”

Before Sar’ra could answer, the pull of the gateway caught hold of Katie and sucked her through the rippling surface. She took two quick steps to make sure she did not stumble and walked out of the glow and into the secret underground Chamber of Gateways in the city of Ogdoad on Wect.

A second later, another figure was thrust into the room. Sar’ra must have been too close to the gateway and had also been pulled through. The young witch was scrambling back toward the shimmering glow when the door to her world shut leaving both girls in pitch blackness.

“No!” Sar’ra cried. “Katie, you must send me back!”

Without torchlight, there was no hope for her eyes to adjust to this level of darkness. Katie stumbled to the gateway and would have run into it if Sar’ra had not made the tip of her wand glow like a small flashlight.

Together, they dialed Amistat. Yet, though the door appeared to
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