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      Standing tall on the concrete porch, Debra squinted at the thicket of thorny bushes that barricaded her cottage in from the dark tangled woodland beyond. The earthy smell of stagnant soggy soil spiced minty sweet from the violet lilies bouncing in the gentle breeze beside the porch.

      Only a dozen feet of trim grass between her and that haunted hedge now.

      From the ridge of small grassy hilltops nearby. Bright and green from the promise of what laid beyond.

      That fence of bushes blocking her only sprouted up to her waist. Their twisted twigs and branches as sharp as the thorns. All so sharp they could draw blood by a look alone.

      The silence colder than a lonely grave.

      Sending another shiver through her old bones. Her plain cotton dress not much protection from the elements or anything else.

      Or the pine bowl in her hand. With a precious glowing amber jelly shaped as a large wet acorn.

      But the brick walls of her cottage somehow protected her from the thing that lingered in the barricade of bushes. It didn't even dare rattle the shuttered windows whenever it crushed the grass beneath its shadowy claws.

      Yet not even the bright sun above in a brighter blue sky would deter that shadowed tangle of claws, tentacles, and mouths from lunging out of the bushes if she came too close.

      Whether creeping, tip-toeing with bare feet. Striding, with running shoes ragged from age.

      It didn't matter.

      As long as she never got too close to the maples, willows, and oaks beyond the bushes. To the shaded wildflowers that beckoned to Debra with their fragrant smells. Swaying in the warm breeze. The squirrels and swallows too terrified to ever come close. To make a sound – a chitter, a chirp … a peep – that might reveal their position to that shadowy monster Debra called the Wicked.

      How many times had she tried to cross that hedge only to flee back to the cottage?

      So long she no longer remembered.

      Only that her dear granddaughter Vickie would soon come again. A young but grown beauty of a girl, not unlike her grandmother during her university days. Her long blond hair as bright and lush, not long and gray as Debra's was now. Her slim yet sensual body attracting the wrong sort of guy too easily.

      But her dear Vickie would arrive any moment. Her tall frame striding over the rocky hilltop. A long dangerous journey halfway over. With her brave friends tagging along too.

      Come they would. The world, all the worlds, all the universes of this multiverse, were dying or dead. Creature like this Wicked consuming its life and existence. Only this acorn, implanted inside her by fellow witches, nurtured by Debra alone here for countless decades – only it could restore the what had been lost.

      And with Debra's body too frail from the now-complete ritual, only her dear granddaughter could save them now. Consume the acorn and restore this universe to its prior glory. Before the Wicked tried to consume it. Despite the acorn's power being too alien for it to use.

      Save them today Vickie must – because Debra's old lonely bones whispered her time was far too near for another attempt tomorrow.

      At her last chance to see the promised future over the hilltop.

      Never give up so quickly. No matter the odds, her mentor always insisted. Even when her legendary mushroom stew had roasted to a solid crisp – the right spell might save it yet.

      That whiff of blueberry lavender in the air … her dear Vickie was coming. The naive fool of a girl didn't quite understand that too much perfume, no matter how mild the underlying scent, ruined the romantic effect.

      But she would learn one day.

      The crunch of her purple boots rang out from behind the hilltop. Matched by a second pair close behind. Her young lady friend a bit shorter than her own tall graceful granddaughter.

      Debra clutched the bowl with both hands. Even with those thick blue veins pulsing and trembling, she wouldn't dare let it slip from her hands.

      Not now.

      Not never.

      Vickie appeared over the hilltop. Smack in the middle of the jagged boulders. Her tall lithe body clothed in a stylish purple dress with stringy hems. Checkered stockings of a lighter purple. A bit too clean for someone who should be focused on survival.

      Debra couldn't help but grin. Her weak heart pounding sugar once more. Sweeter than the minty fragrant lilies by her porch.

      Especially when Vickie raised her right hand high.

      When her young blond friend a few inches and years younger darted to her side.

      And Vickie shouted, “Seven League Leap!”

      Then leapt toward her grandma. Flying quick through the air.

      Faster than a hawk diving.

      Zipping around the trees. Kicking off the occasional branch that dared try to get in her way.

      Debra knew the spell. A desperate hope, it was. Requiring an athletic ritual seven-mile run conducted routinely for hours on time for seven years over specific harsh terrain.

      A spell that might only catch the Wicked off guard once.

      So Debra leapt off the porch.

      Dashed toward the hedge.

      Her rickety legs pounding the crunch grass. Her frail strength burning her muscles.

      Both her and her granddaughter neared the hedge. A dozen feet between them and closing. The silence as thick as Vickie's blueberry lavender scent.

      When an inhuman screech erupted from those bushes. The leaves and thorns rattling.

      But Vickie had landed on a craggy branch of a nearby maple. Positioned herself forward. Angled toward her grandma.

      A grin on her round face as wide as Debra's. Her eyes as sparkling bright violet as her dress.

      “Watch this grandma!” she shouted, “I've got a better trick up my sleeve.”

      Then flashed her sleeves with their long looping cuffs.

      “The best one yet!” Vickie said, “I'll sweep passed this bastard quick!”

      And lunged down right at the bushes.

      Stopping Debra's ticker cold.

      Her foot faltering.

      “No!” screamed Debra. The bowl held out. Trembling.

      Her hands unable to reach out to catch her foolish granddaughter. Landing at the worst spot possible.

      For both of them.

      A dark tangled mass of tentacles, claws, and mouth erupted out of the bushes. Rising as a vast wall. Stinking of rotten mushrooms so moldy that any container containing them would also have to be thrown out.

      The moldy mushroom disposal a harsh but typical punishment from her witch apprentice days. When Debra cast a dangerous spell at the wrong time.

      Like firebrand in the middle of a hay-filled barn of warped ancient pine. Just to get the stubborn pair of cows to trudge out the wide open doors. The stink of their manure and farts so strong she could taste them. Too much for the young Debra's delicate sensibilities at the time.

      Both punishments befitting her dear granddaughter right now.

      Even if the Wicked was far worse than any cow or fire in a barn.

      But Vickie thumped on the ground right behind the hedge. Flickers of her dear granddaughter smirking right beyond the writhing monstrous mass. Crouching ready for her next move.

      Unaware of the utter foolish danger she put herself in.

      “Don't rush so far ahead!” her young friend cried, “I can't protect you that way at all!”

      Even her young blond friend was dashing as fast as she could. Trying to reach her friend in time. Despite how obvious her strides were far too slow.

      Right before the Wicked attacked all of them.

      The wall of claw and tooth, of slimy whips, lashed out at them.

      Debra jumped back. Cursing under her breath that no ordinary offensive spell seemed to damage or fool the Wicked. Not fire. Not illusion.

      Nothing.

      But maybe a massive assault of earth – only powered by magic rather than created by magic – would work.

      “Pull back!” screamed Debra, “Let me try to open the –”

      But Vickie screamed. Terror twisted her ground face.

      The Wicked's fury crashing down at her like a tidal wave of hungry toothy mouths.

      “I summon the –” Vickie stammered. Stumbling back.

      But it was too late.

      Her escape was cut off.

      Her friend charged.

      Dodged the mass for a moment.

      Then got ripped apart.

      And the writhing shadow loomed an instant from crushing the young Vickie. No normal spell could save her now.

      Not any the young witch could cast.
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      Everything seemed to freeze at once.

      The dark woodlands suddenly silent. Mourning the impeding deaths of the savior of this universe.

      The birds and squirrels too terrified to release a single squeak. Never to reveal themselves again.

      The blue sky above now as cold as ice. Clouds too frightened to ever show themselves again.

      The rocky hilltop seemed so far away.

      The promised land beyond a broken promise. No mushroom stew or amber acorn could fix it.

      And the stink of moldy rotten mushroom as sharp as the Wicked's claws and fangs. Its bulk shadowing her terrified granddaughter. Her tall figure, once graceful, now bend over. Mouth moving far too slowly.

      Uttering a spell that she couldn't finish before her life ended.

      The bitter bite of fear underneath her blueberry lavender scent a clear sign the young girl knew she had failed so horribly.

      That she'd never get the chance to learn some of the most prized spells of witchcraft from her dear grandma. To sip the legendary mushroom stew Debra was known for throughout the witch world. A recipe passed down from her own grandma and mentor.

      A recipe so potent it even gave the white-haired women a gentle mushroom scent to spice up her presence.

      Smiling just as gently at her foolish granddaughter for the hundredth time.

      A smile Debra could never give her granddaughter now.

      A promise broken.

      Breaking Debra. Snapping Her.

      Till she howled.

      Magic surged through her throbbing veins. Burning her mouth like acid.

      Ripping through her as viciously as the Wicked ripped apart Vickie's young friend.

      Was about to rip through Vickie.

      And Rip apart Debra's only reason for living anymore.

      The ground behind Debra exploded at the Wicked. Tearing through its tentacles, claws, and mouths.

      The Wicked screeched in pain for once. With an empty gap between Vickie and Debra appearing.

      And giving her granddaughter the instant needed to complete her spell.

      “First broomstick of Hekate!” shouted Vickie.

      And a broomstick materialized in her raised hand. A sweep cracked open the gap wider.

      Ripping apart the hedge too

      Vickie lunged through. Her broomstick dragging her faster than her boots could carry her.

      Hope piercing Debra's old heart like a stake of pure melted sugar.

      Few witches could ever hope to master the broomsticks of Hekate. One of the most powerful spells. With rituals so secret even Debra hadn't managed to uncover them. Despite decades of study, of exploring the deepest regions of the many worlds. From dank caves twisting into unknown depths and silent horrors. Humid jungles full of tangled cathedrals of trees and venomous vicious beasts stalking the thick undergrowth. Lost cities at the bottom of the briny dark seas.

      “That-a girl!” cried Debra.

      And charged toward her dear Vickie.

      Only moments before Debra could pass along the bowl. The acorn her granddaughter needed to consume to begin the spell to restore the universe to its prior glory.

      To wipe of the hungry monsters like the Wicked.

      But the beast already started to recover. Shuddered toward them.

      Arching like two waves trying to collapse and fill the gap between them.

      The young girl's hand stretched out toward the bowl. Her fingers as slim as their last hope.

      Debra stretched out the bowl.

      The writhing walls closing in. Snapping. Grinding. Howling.

      Shadowing everything.

      But she leapt the last few feet.

      Then exploded the earth behind her. Ripping through the Wicked. Its screams speeding her last steps.

      The bowl mere inches form her granddaughter's fingers.

      The acorn jelly sparkled brighter.

      As Debra used the last of her strength to tear apart the horrible creature that dared to destroy her dear Vickie. The rocky soil tearing apart its many tentacles, claws, and mouths. The life vanishing from both the Wicked and Debra.

      They would die together.

      All to save her dear granddaughter.

      When the world around Debra seemed to suddenly rip apart. Jerk her backwards instantly into a new world.
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