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 In the darkness I fall, 

  In the dark I shall stay, 

  My heart is cold as the night, 

  No light shall reach my heart, 

  The darkness is all I see, 

  I’ll never see the light again. 



 
 A LONG TIME HAS PASSED since my last breath among the mundane.  Years of searching through the darkest pit of my memories, I unleashed the horrors within my mind.  Why did it consume me with hate? Now it has ended with blood on my hands.  The crimson stains, reminding me the life I’ve taken cannot be undone.  Her body laid lifeless on the floor with death's dagger stabbed into her chest. My Princess, my dearest friend, I will never kneel before you again. 
     It has begun… 
 
  
 CHAPTER 1 
 
 Death Is the Beginning 
 
WHERE DID EVERYTHING GO WRONG IN MY LIFE?   The sound of the heart monitor beeped next to my slowly dying body.  The pains in my stomach made me nauseous to the point where I vomited on the side of the hospital bed. 
  Oddly enough, even with my t-shirt missing, I no longer felt the cold on my chest. My black sports bra squeezed tightly around my chest, making it increasingly hard to breathe. The nurses kept sticking needles in my arm, trying to find a vein. It irritated my skin, causing a burning sensation when they accidentally punctured through. Once they managed to find a good spot on the top of my hand, they hooked me up to an IV and drained my blood, which they sent to their lab for testing. 
  My vision became hazy, and my mouth dry. It has been dry for nine months. No amount of water could quench my thirst. I drank nearly two gallons of water a day to stay hydrated, but still my throat felt parched and scratchy like sandpaper.  Eating food burned the back of my throat, even swallowing my own saliva was difficult.  It was even hard to speak without my voice constantly cracking, fading in and out. 
  Laying in the ER, my skin looked pale against my faded dirty jeans. They were still covered in mud from when they dragged me in. I remember being in the park, near a river. The ground had been wet from days of rain that hadn’t yet settled in the earth. I still had a bitter aftertaste from the bottle of peach vodka that I'd guzzled down. The peaches sweetened the bitterness and made it easier to drink with the pack of cigarettes I smoked. I inhaled the entire pack and now the stale scent of tobacco still lingered on my fingers. 
  I wasn’t coherent enough to talk to the doctors and nurses who came in and out of the room.   My body convulsed from muscle spasms and I had constant gagging.   I wanted to vomit more, but nothing came out. My stomach tightened like a knot, making it harder to relax when morphine was injected into my bloodstream. 
  A coldness washed over me as my life slowly drained out, lying in a bed in some unknown ER. Where the hell am I? At this point, I didn’t know how I managed to get here.  All I remembered before was the deep sadness of being betrayed by my Coven. 
  Being a part of a coven of Witches meant we were supposed to be closer than friends, even closer than family. It was a circle of trust. Although mine abandoned me out of spite, I didn’t understand why they suddenly had such hatred towards me. This all happened like a domino effect when my heart got broken by my girlfriend. It took a long time for me to accept that I loved women, after hiding my sexual identity throughout my adolescence. In the end, I really didn’t belong to society when my powers emerged. There was a difference between what I saw and what my friends and family could perceive.  I developed the ability to see Spirits, Demons, and other beings once considered fantasy. If only everyone knew what really walked among us in both the light and shadows. 
  After the break-up, the heartache swayed my mind to a dark place where Demons haunted me in the night. It was unavoidable, being sensitive to the other side.  My body would go through sleep paralysis and my astral body would awake to dark, hideous figures in the shadows.  One in particular haunted me as a child. It took form as my father, eyes like black pearls, leaning close to my face, gazing deep into my soul, and always asked, why do you deny the darkness in your heart?  When I no longer properly practice the craft, it was because I couldn’t control my emotions. I wasn’t stable enough to manipulate the surrounding energy to do rituals. If only I’d been emotionally stronger, my fate would have turned out differently. 
  My family knows nothing of my life. I hadn’t seen them in almost a year since descending into the craft.  Thinking about it, I would’ve visited them more often, had I known of my ultimate demise. Death was near, and I was alone in an icy room with people who couldn’t care less if I lived or died on this bed. 
 The doctors tested my blood, finding my liver enzymes high from the bottle of pills I powdered up and washed down with the peach vodka. It tasted awful, but the peach flavor was strong enough to cut the bitterness of the pills. However, it wasn’t the drug that was causing my organs to fail.  It was the unknown substance laced in my blood.  When the doctor asked me if I’d consumed something else and what, I knew right away the hope of saving my life was next to nothing.  I laid back in tears, knowing that my coven poisoned me.  If I calculated correctly, my death would come shortly, and the pain will soon enough end. 
  There were endless ways to poison a Witch discreetly.  Only a few poisonous herbs were untraceable after death to avoid conviction. No one would ever know or believe anything except that I harmed myself. 
  Which one did they use on me and how? Now it will remain a mystery since I sensed my time was almost up. The coldness began to seep in even more and the gagging stopped. My body began to relax, and a state of peace washed over me like a wave of white light.  No more pain.  I can accept this. 
  The room became empty and quiet.  Even the machines faded in the background until I no longer heard the beeping. My vision unfocused as the sleepiness sets in.  It’s almost time. 
  Suddenly, a dark figure appeared at the door.  My eyes focused again, waking to a young dark-haired woman, glancing at me. Her black leather heels clacked on the tile as she walked in. She wore blue denim jeans that looked tight on her curved hips.  Her legs long and she appeared tall and slender, and toned, wearing a black low-cut tank-top, alluring enough to break the sleep spell cast over me. 
  She looked unlike any woman I’ve ever seen. Her ominous beauty was as mesmerizing as a sinful angel. Her eyes shimmered a magical gold-green in the fluorescent lighting as she stood beside the bed. Then I saw the black aura radiating around her, making me wonder if she was something else other than human. 
  Her hands clasped over mine and held it.  Although, I didn’t feel her touch.  My hands were numb, and I no longer had mobility in my arms. “Hey…”  I grunted, barely getting a sound out. She nodded her head and placed her fingertip to my lips as if to say ‘hush’. 
  “You don’t have to say a word, sweet child.” She spoke with care in her tone. “I’m sorry you have gone through this. I know it hurts.” Her voice sounded unbelievably soothing, and my uneasiness faded away in comfort. She combed my long, wavy dark hair from my face and gently tucked it behind my ear. 
  “Soon you will feel better and all of this will seem like it never happened,” she said.  “I promise you it will be over soon.” Her gentle red lips kissed my forehead. “It’s time to be free.” 
  A black blade formed in her hand out of nowhere.  The mist of black shifted and created the sharp blade. “My power is going to become yours… Eternity is my gift to you.” 
  I watched willingly as she grips the handle of the dagger with both hands and raised it above my chest, aiming at my heart.  At that moment I didn’t fear her.  I didn’t tense at the sight of the blade since I wanted the pain to disappear. The mysterious woman plunged it into my chest and pushed until the sharp tip pierced my heart. I gasped from the pain as the dagger suddenly turned into ashes, absorbing into the wound, and into my blood.   Black veins appeared on my chest, throbbing in unison with my heartbeat.  It spread its roots throughout my body, making the machines hooked to me jerk out of control as my heart became erratic. I grasped the sheets of the bed in agony as the poison burned its way through my veins. Then soon enough everything faded to black, and it finally became quiet. 
  In the darkness there was silence. The calm ease of death was comforting to my soul. The shadows that circulated around me spoke in tongues that didn’t make sense. Whispers echoed, chanting a name I didn’t recognize as my own. Ali... 
 Suddenly, my eyes flew open, and I filled my lungs with air. The ceiling lights caught my gaze once again. I saw doctors and nurses around me with wide eyes, as if they’d just witnessed a miracle.  I felt my heart beating against my chest.  My body became warm once again and the color in my skin began to return.  I’m alive, and the mysterious woman had vanished... 
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 CHAPTER 2 
 
 Claremont Hospital 
  Part I 


 
DARKNESS FELL UPON MY DREAMS with only nightmares about my near-death experience two weeks ago.  The hospital room was freezing when I finally woke up… to find a roommate snoring in the single bed next to mine.  The white concrete walls of Claremont Psychiatric Hospital had become my second home for the past fourteen days, under the watchful eyes of Med-techs. They had me in the adult ward on the top floor, which was coordinated by a rather severe nurse. She made sure everyone woke-up at seven in the morning for breakfast, every day like clockwork. 
  I heard footsteps approach outside the bedroom and Nurse Patty banged hard on the thick wooden door before opening it wide. 
  “Brenner! Ferguson! Up and out!” she instructed in a strict manner. “Not unless you want to wait until lunch to eat again.” 
  “Ugh,” I groaned in exhaustion while she strutted away and proceeded to wake-up the other women next door.  Her harsh voice reverberated across the hall and weakened as she thundered along from room to room. Although the lights flickered outside the door frame, creating a crack that snagged my attention more than the frustration of being up early. 
  Ferguson sat up from under the white linen sheets, clearly confused and disturbed by all the noise. It only took a second for her to huff and whine before settling back into bed. This time, she covered her head with the pillow. Dalia didn’t act bothered by the unusual noises in this sterile facility, or the shadows that appear in the dark corners of the walls. Sometimes, if you’re lucky, you can catch a glimpse of a fleeting figure before it vanishes, making you question your sight and your sanity. This place tricks the eye, yet somehow, I’ve survived the nights without my hair turning white. 
    
  “Ugh, Dalia,” I complained in a sleep-like sigh. “We can’t miss breakfast again. She will let us starve until lunch. 
  “Mrs. Patty needs to have a-bit of mercy,” Dalia muffled under the pillow, not moving. “These damn pills they give us.  It knocks me out.” 
  “I feel like a zombie today, but I’m hungry.” I replied. 
  “Then go get some food and shut-up!” Dalia replied moaning and heaving, wanting to not be disturbed anymore. “Let me sleep.” 
  “Ugh… Fine...” I sat up with my shirt crooked and my shorts twisted around as if I’d toss and turn a lot in my sleep.  “Shit… I must’ve had nightmares again.” 
  Dalia uncovered her head and frowned at me with her hazy brown eyes, which were bloodshot and inflamed. “What’s it this time, Kristen? The ex-coven or the girl who broke your heart?” 
  “Neither,” I explained. “I thought of the woman again.  The one from the hospital.” I rubbed my chest where she drove the blade to pierce my heart. The phantom sensation of its tip still remained on my skin, but it didn’t hurt. 
  “The one who ran a mystical blade into that heart of yours.” Dalia sat up finally, glancing at me more awake. Her black hair buzzed, and she was built like your average neighborhood butch lesbian stereotype.  Her white tank-top bright against her dark skin, revealing faded tattoos on her arms. She had burn scars that ran from her collarbone down beneath the fabric of her torso. 
  “It felt so real,” I raked my fingers through my hair, still bewildered by everything. “I don’t know how I’m alive. What she did to me—brought me back from death… That’s impossible… Right…?” 
  “There are a bunch of peculiar creatures out there,” Dalia answered. “There are ones I still don’t know about nor understand.  It’s our journey to look for answers to these questions.” 
  “UGH...That again…” 
  “Hush-it, girlie,” Dalia’s voice became stern.  “Witches thrive on the strange. That woman, whoever she may be, offered you a huge blessing in this chaotic world of death and lust.” 
  “Yeah-yeah…” 
 “I’m serious,” her brow raised. “This is your second chance to live and be true to yourself. To dive into the depths and discover what’s on the other side.” 
  “Sheesh… I thought you knew everything, being a Black Witch and all, or maybe you just like to hide behind philosophical messages.” I responded, I was unhappy with the secrecy. “Ugh… The White Witch, staying down the hall didn’t seem to know either. No one seems to have the answers I want.” 
  “I only know of the Demon horde that follows me, girlie, that’s all.” Her sleepy eyes drooped, peering into the pitch-black bathroom across from the foot of her bed. “They stay silent about you... Not a word.” She suddenly gazed at me again. “My gut tells me, you will find out soon enough. Soon... Take this time to heal, girlie.  You’re still weak emotionally and physically right now. The soul needs to prepare itself for what’s coming.” 
  “What’s really coming...?” 
  “The darkness,” her answer remained vague yet vexed by her lifeless voice. “The darkness is coming.” 
  Dalia’s eyes rolled back, and she collapsed into the bed, convulsing uncontrollably. I hopped out to aid her as she went into her usual seizure, foaming at the mouth. I hollered out for the nurses and techs to come before anything else happened. In mere seconds, Nurse Patty rushed in with a few other Med-Techs and teamed together to roll Dalia on her side. More foam dribbled from her mouth. The lights in the halls flickered rapidly until a massive surge shut off the power to the top floor. 
  Dalia stopped shaking after a minute and laid knocked out.  Then after a moment of no power, the hallway lights turned back on, and everything was normal again.  A male orderly entered on orders and lifted Dalia into his arms and soon after carried her out of the room. I knew he was taking her to medical on the lower floor, since it wasn’t my first time observing her have an attack. But after what she said before convulsing, it left me with more concern than ever about what awaited outside the hospital. 
  After everybody else cleared the area, Nurse Patty threw a sharp glance my way and exhaled in grief before dashing out of the room. She was back on routine as if nothing had happened, just like everyone else that worked here. Personnel acted so calm within these walls with heavily medicated patients around every corner.  It’s why I partially enjoyed being locked in a mental ward. I didn’t have to do much except follow the schedule and show up for group meetings. If I wanted, I could sleep all day or play Rummy with the older ladies in the back lounge without the slightest trace of concern. 
  Some huddled in the main lounge with the one T.V., but they rarely watched shows or the stack of movies spread-out on the shelf.  I wasn’t ever in the mood for shows or music. Almost everything would trigger my inner despair or stir me into a complete meltdown. Other than the normal routine, set meals and activities, only minor things occurred. Like what Dalia experienced or the other patients would act up and get dragged into the quiet room. Here and there, I’d witness a strange occurrence, but other than that, it was calm. 
  Throughout the entire ward, the smoke room was the most popular place to hang-out. It was just a corner space glassed in with a door and ventilation fans leading out the concrete wall. There were benches and ash trays set-up where patients spent their time lighting up a cig and having rounds of discussions about life.  There was no reason to act reserved, since everyone is like an open book with nothing to hide within these halls.  Everyone would eventually find the dirt on each other before the next person registered for discharge. 
  Group therapy in the lounges was well organized and helpful, although the smoke room was the best place to obtain emotional support.  That’s where I opened-up to Dalia for the first time. We shared a cigarette because my family hadn’t traveled down in time from way up in northern New Jersey to deliver a bag of clothes and a pack of cigs.  Dalia had only one left and shared it with me because she said it looked like I needed it. 
 It was also the same day she declared she was a Black Witch.   She’d never joined a coven before, but she claimed to be a gifted seer and saw Spirits. However, she frequently had contact with Demons.   She had a special connection to the Underworld, which I had trouble understanding, still being fresh in the craft. 
  My first night as her roommate scared me half-to-death.  In the middle of the night, I spotted her sitting in the center of the room, just swaying back and forth in a trance.  It was dark, but suddenly a blue light appeared under her legs and levitated her to the ceiling. Her eyes rolled back while chanting words in a slight whisper. What happened with her I believed to be straight out of a classic horror film. However, it revealed to me the paranormal events she undergoes with her abilities. Dalia unfortunately didn’t recall when I asked her the next day about it, which freaked me out even more than the experience did. 
  I yet couldn’t accept the thought of Spirits and Demons being around us all the time.  It was terrifying enough at first, realizing they actually existed. Although, after a while, I warmed up to the idea of meeting them here and there, since my third eye only awoke at night, never in the day. Because of that, I could continue my life without looking at the paranormal every waking minute like Dalia had to suffer.   
  The light was a sanctuary compared to the blackness of night. Dusk was when the ghouls came out to play, which was the best metaphor to use for the creatures among us. I learned the daylight weakened Demons, and they become at their strongest in the peak of evening, plaguing sweet dreams with frightful nightmares. 
  I was lucky unlike Dalia who didn’t have the choice of closing her third-eye.  Demons visited her at all hours, and they’d seek to tell her things as if she was an information broker for the Underworld. I still couldn’t bring myself to understand how she could associate with them without being afraid of their monster-like appearances.  She didn’t shun them. She welcomed them as friends, coming across secrets I’d yearned to know. Yet, they shared no knowledge with me. For an odd reason, it was like they excluded me from the truth.  Dalia kept silent about their messages and was vague in her answers when I asked, just like today when she brought up the ‘darkness is coming.’ 
  I strolled into the bathroom and took off my t-shirt.  In the mirror’s reflection, the black wound over my heart pulsed.  I stroked my fingertips along the blackened skin around the laceration. No one else saw the mark, only me.   Even Dalia cannot see it. It’s as if the mysterious woman enchanted the wound to be invisible to others. The conclusion of it was compelling on why the dark-haired woman would go to such lengths to keep the mark concealed. 
  I switched into a fresh black t-shirt and folded up the sleeves over my shoulders. I then changed into my boy jeans since I’d never liked wearing girl clothes often. My style is what others may interpret as dull. I didn’t even wear make-up or cologne, while sliding on my slippers to step out of the room. 
  The hall felt colder while going towards everyone else lined up with Nurse Patty by the elevator.   At the front counter, a young Med-tech smiled and wished me a good morning.  Her chestnut dyed hair was loose, which looked different from other days with it knotted up in a bun. Today she had on black eyeliner that contrasted with her black eyes and a shade of crimson on her filled lips instead of pale pink. The blush on her cheeks brought out the glow of her face, which was more appealing than normal. I smirked back at her while struggling to resist the urge to flirt. 
  “Good morning, Claudia.” I planted my arms crossed on the tall counter and leaned in closer. “You look different today.” 
  “Really now…?” Claudia’s cheeks blushed when my face was near hers, but not close enough to get reprimanded for violating her personal space. “How so?” she asked. 
 “You look beautiful,” I complimented. “I like your hair down.   It shapes your face well. The lipstick and eyeliner—sexy.” I gave her a thumbs-up and stepped away before getting caught by Nurse Patty.  Her grin became broader than before as I accompanied the rest of the group to the elevator. 
  Standing with them made me think throughout my journey in life, I’ve only had bad luck with women.  My last girlfriend broke my heart a few months back, before all this started. We were in-love, and the chemistry was great.  The connection we had appeared real or, so I thought. She just one day didn’t want our relationship anymore and just left for the next person that came along. 
  It was a slap in the face how everything ended so swiftly, and social media didn’t help either with her pictures showing how happy she was without me.  I ended up logging out of my accounts and chose to separate myself from the internet. No one knew what was going on with me. Friends even retreated from my life along with my coven members.  Trust and loyalty was scarce nowadays, specifically with everything that transpired. Now, I just have my folks and the estate in New Jersey to depend on. After a day of being hospitalized, my mom drove for miles to make certain I knew I had a home to go back to. Afterward, I arranged with my family to move back once the doctors approved my release. 
  My dad and uncle had already packed my stuff from the condo and hauled it to the family home in upper western New Jersey days ago. However, I was just waiting on the approval for my discharge. When the fourteen days were up, the doctors settled that it was safe for me to be out in society again. It was only a matter of time before my release, which was tomorrow.  I just needed to last one more night. 
  It was my group’s turn to get on the elevator as the doors opened for us to enter.  We crammed in the small space and waited anxiously for the door to slide shut. I wedged myself into the corner, trying to make room to breathe, since I dreaded tight spaces. Dark and enclosed made me tremble in fear.  That’s why when I was in that dark place after my heart stopped; it reminded me of my youth. When I was a child, I had a frightening experience that remained vivid in my memory to this day. The shadow-like creature that stalked me has made it impossible for me to ever find peace with the night ever again. 
  This world was strange and hardly anyone believed in the unknown.  However, as a child, I was vulnerable to what others considered fiction. My senses were more awakened than others and once I became aware, no one, not even my family or friends could undo the things that haunted me in the night and all the terrifying experiences that followed. 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  I remembered the sun had set over the horizon that night from the window of my parent’s bedroom. As the night emerged, the room became darker and darker.  The clock over the window circulated and stopped at 9:45pm. My mother held me in her arms and gently laid me in the crib next to the door of the bedroom. They left the door a crack open with the hallway light on for the night.  She covered me with my baby blanket and tucked me in with loving care in her eyes. She wished me goodnight and sweet dreams’ like every evening with a warm smile as she tickled my belly. I loved my mother so much even as a baby. I just wanted to be around her most of the time.  I was always secure with her until I learned there were certain things she couldn’t keep me safe from, even if she knew the truth. 
  My parents soon laid in their queen-size bed and turned out the lights for the night.  The light in the hallway shone through the crack in the door which left a part of the room semi-lit.  However, by the corner near an old closet, with no door, was the darkest part of the space. A white sheet covered the entrance into the musty closet that creaked from the settling boards in the walls and floor.  The clock over the window circulated, and all hands lined at midnight, ticking louder than usual. The air became hot as the ticking became louder and slower. 
 Suddenly, I jolted awake, disturbed by the intense heat. The air I inhaled was hot on my throat as if something wasn’t right. I glanced towards the closet when the sheet suddenly swayed. My little baby eyes peeked through my crib’s bars, over to where the white sheet moved again. I gripped the rails and pulled myself up into a shaky standing position. I gazed closer at the shadowy corner where the closet snagged my attention. Later I glanced over at my parents, sleeping soundly before gazing back again at the corner, peering down at the shadow that had now appeared on the floor. 
  Unexpectedly, the blackness shifted and moved slug-like out of the darkness.  It emerged up into a worm-like form, becoming more solid. I kept quiet as its head took a weird human shape with horns and had glowing orange eyes, translucent in the dark.  It had no arms, and its upper torso stretched up towards my parents. 
  It slithered to the edge and stretched higher to peer over them as if it was making sure they were still asleep. Then it receded and looked straight at me, standing in the crib.  It kept its focus on me as its body slithered up the wall, to the ceiling where it moved over the door to avoid the light. It crossed the wall, getting closer to me with its glowing iridescent eyes and no face. Its body slid down into the crib, transforming into a reflection of me, but in black and gray like a monochrome photograph. The eyes stayed the same with a sinister orange glow. It grinned as we sat together in the crib, it whispering things that were comforting, telling me to go back to sleep. I giggled at the way even its whispers came out raspy. My parents moved and moaned to the noises. The shadow glanced at my parents across the room and placed its finger over its blackened lips to shush me. 
  My parents rolled over, still asleep. Suddenly, I became tired and laid back on the soft mattress.  The shadow covered me with my blanket and leaned over my body, looking into my eyes until I fell asleep. 
  When I awoke in the morning, the sun had risen, and my parents were just waking up to the light.  My eyes searched around the crib and I struggled again to my feet. The room was back to normal and there was no sign of the visitor.  I looked at my parents as they realized we were all awake. 
  “Oh, hey there! Good morning,” my mother said in a sweet baby-like tone.  I continued to search around the room, looking for the visitor. “What’s the matter, sweetie?” My mother picked me up from the crib and noticed me staring intently at the closet in the corner. I focused on the curtain, looking down at the shadow below the closet. “What are you looking at?” My mother glanced with me. “Honey, you have to install the new door!” She yelled loud enough for my dad to hear. Then she turned back to me and kissed my forehead.  “It’s ok, sweetie! Daddy will fix the door to that scary old closet.” She hugged me even closer to her face. “I don’t want you to ever meet the bogeyman anytime soon.” 
  I remembered my mother’s words even until now.  The bogeyman was real. It haunted me every night, becoming more frightening with my change into adolescence and then into adulthood.  Only when I became a Witch, I learn to use tools to protect myself against Demons and hostile spirits. 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  The elevator halted and bounced with the weight of us crammed against each other. I snapped out of my reverie, once again aware of how anxious and claustrophobic I was feeling.  The bell rang and the door finally opened. Everyone exited, and I remained in the corner until it was just me. 
  Nurse Patty stood by the door, holding it open. “Come on, Brenner.” She glared at me. “Wake-up.” 
  I walked by her and followed everyone down the corridor, lining up behind the door to get into the cafeteria.  The aroma of bacon and oatmeal scented the air as I got close enough to the entrance. My stomach gurgled as the line shortened with each person crossing the entrance threshold. 
 Once everyone was inside, I grabbed a tray and the cooks handed me a plate of bacon, along with a small bowl of steaming oatmeal with almonds and cranberries sprinkled on the top.  The presentation was appealing, but I sighed anyway at the sight of it and kept moving down to the fruit bar where my eyes widened to the fresh strawberries available. It only took me a second to fill a bowl and exhale in utter relief. It felt like a blessing to have something sweet before heading over to the corner table at the far end of the room. 
  Dalia and I would sit there when we actually did make it on time for meals. The chair was firm as I sat and laid the tray on the table, alone, and away from the others. Then it made me wonder if Dalia would be ok later and if we could have our last dinner together. 
  Nurse Patty stood in the center, looking at everyone eating.  Then from the corner of my eye, Claudia walked in, wearing a black pantsuit and heeled boots that made her look taller than everyone else in the room.  The men eyed her curved hips and how lean she appeared in her clothes. She looked a lot more fit, walking around, compared to sitting behind a counter most days. Claudia’s eyes met mine for a second before she whispered something into Patty’s ear. 
  “Ok, you stay here and take’em up when it’s time,” she ordered in a firm tone. “If I’m not back by then, make sure you take Brenner to her last check-up, straight after breakfast. And do me a favor—make sure she’s not late.” 
  “I will,” Claudia just smiled. “Don’t worry.” 
  Nurse Patty hurried out and soon after she left, Claudia walked over to my table. “Good morning again—may I sit here?” She referred to the chair across from me. 
  “Go ahead.” I kept a straight face even though my heart was pounding nervously. “I don’t mind the company since Dalia is sick again.” 
  “Strawberries…” Her eyes focused on the bowl filled with them on my tray. “They normally don’t serve them. Must be our lucky day—I love’em.” 
  I moved the bowl closer to her. “You can share with me.” 
  “Really?” She picked one out and sucked on it before biting off the tip. “It’s ripe.  You should have one.” 
  I handpicked one as well and chomped on it quick. “You’re right—it’s really sweet.” 
  “This must be a nice treat since it’s your last day…  Are you heading back to New Jersey?” 
  “My mother is picking me up tomorrow after check-out.” I answered, while trying to stomach the oatmeal. “We’re driving up together, straight from here.” 
  “You don’t like it, huh?” She eyed me swirling the steamed oats with my spoon. 
  “It’s not my favorite go-to breakfast. Maybe I’ll convince my mom to stop for pancakes before the five-hour drive.” 
  “Topped with strawberries I can imagine,” Claudia cracked a wide grin. “I’ve concluded that you enjoy a lot of sweets. Every night, someone is always searching for a sugary snack in the kitchen, rustling around in the pantries after hours like a cute little mouse, and always pouting when there’s nothing but salted pretzels left.” 
  “So, you’ve noticed, huh…?  I don’t really know why I get the cravings at night though.  I guess it’s just a comfort food when I’m stressed out.” 
  “Well—I’m not surprised… I sometimes take delight in things when I desire comfort and relief in my life. Sometimes, the things I choose are sweet, just like these strawberries.” She takes another and ate it whole, leaving the stem on the table. 
  “What are the other things?” I became more curious to see how she’d answer. 
  Her face leaned closer to mine. “Pleasurable things,” she whispered softly like a tease as the blood rushed to my head. She rested back into the chair once again and crossed her legs, looking more wicked than her answer. “So, you heard Nurse Patty. I have to take you for your last check-up.” 
 “Ok… I don’t see why I need to in the first place—I’m fine.” 
  “Not everyone revives from certain death, Kristen.” Her expression turned serious. “The doctors want to make absolutely sure you’re okay.” 
  “I’ve actually felt great ever since,” I answered. “My body feels renewed in a way like I have nothing weighing on me.  Even the pain in my left knee is gone.” 
  “Well, that’s swell to hear.  It will impress the doctors, your good health. Until then, try to eat your breakfast.” 
  “I’ll try,” I picked up the spoon again. “But I can’t make any promises.” 
  The hour passed by in the cafeteria and soon enough; it was time for Claudia to escort us back to the adult ward on the top floor. I finished my breakfast like she asked, which pleased her enough to give me another playful smile.  It was strange how much I wanted her attention. There was something about her that seemed familiar when we met for brief moments between activities. My solar plexus always throbbed like a heartbeat around her and I’d end up holding my breath to the point of dizziness, because my lungs would forget to breathe.   She had a beauty that reminded me of my ex. I can tell her original hair color is dark, based on the roots. Her eyes almost appeared identical to Angelica’s with the same mysterious allure that sucked me in like a black hole. Even the way her lips curled, holding the same tease that would seduce me, making me think about kissing her. 
  Once we were back in our ward, she nodded for me to follow her back to the elevator. “The medical exam, right?” 
  “Let’s go,” she answered, waiting for me inside while I entered. “We don’t want to be late.” 
  “Nurse Patty is strict about schedules.” 
  “Indeed, she is.” She pressed the button for the third floor and the door closed in front of us. “That woman needs to get laid once in a while. Loosen-up all that tension with that boring personality of hers.” 
  “Damn,” I blurted in surprise. “Someone can speak her mind after all!” 
  “You have no idea.” She had a devious grin as the bell rang on the third floor.  The door opened, and we made our way down the empty white corridor and entered a waiting area.  “Sit here and I’ll go inform the doctor you’re here.” 
  I sat on the black couch as she entered another hallway.  The waiting area was quiet with an old stack of magazines on the coffee table.  Black and white photos of landscapes decorated the walls, giving the room a grim appeal.  The interior was just black and white throughout the space with even white laminate floor tiles. “Gosh, I need to get out of here soon,” I whispered to myself. 
  “Are you ok?” Claudia returned, gazing at me in concern. “The doctor is ready to see you.” 
  “Nothing!” I stood up as she walked down the hall again. My legs automatically followed her to an exam room where a blue examination table was covered in white paper and prepped to sit on. The room had the same white walls with a matching rolling stool next to the table and the cabinets, painted gray, which added more contrast. It appeared less grim than the waiting room with the large window, letting in the sunlight to brighten the space. 
  “Go on,” she said. “Have a seat. The doctor will be here shortly.” 
  I sat on the table as instructed and she rested her back against the bare wall with the same grin from the elevator. “How does it feel to escort me around for my last day?” I asked while we waited. 
  “I’m rather enjoying it,” she answered. “It’s always Nurse Patty having you all to herself.” 
  “Jealousy is a wicked thing,” I played into her words. “It’s not like you couldn’t volunteer more often if you were that eager to have me all to yourself.” 
  Claudia laughed. “I’m gonna miss having you around. It’s rare I get to act like myself with the other patients.” 
 “Gonna miss our one-on-one sessions of grim sarcasm.” 
  “More or less,” she answered. “You’re the dark one though, not I. I’m just bluntly honest, doesn’t matter who I gossip about in this place.” 
  “Thanks though,” I responded. “Thanks to you, my time here wasn’t so excruciating.” 
  “That’s what I’m here for,” she answered. “To help you any way possible. Besides, you remind me of someone once dear to me.” 
  “How so...?” 
  Claudia’s face softened, and her eyes appeared sad as it slightly glazed over. 
  “In the darkness I fall, 


 
 In the dark I shall stay, 

  Her whispers are like sweet chills that embrace, 

  My heart is alive at long last, 

  She vanishes before my eyes, 

  She is gone, 

  Nowhere in sight I seek, 

  She is my soul, 

  A spirit black as night, 

  Her heart is my moon, 

  Guiding my way, 

  This love for you is genuine, 

  I’ll never stop with the hardships we play, 

  I love you no matter what is at stake, 

  Forever and always… 

  My sweet Angel of the Night.” 



             “That’s beautiful…” The words and her soothing tone while reciting it, made my heart sink. “Dark—but romantic in away... Sounds like something I would write.” 
  “The girl you remind me of, wrote it for me.” 
  “You must have been on her mind often if she gave you her words. Poetry is a personal thing, especially if it’s written to the one you love. It’s difficult to become inspired by someone... Did you have feelings for her?” 
  “I loved her more than she knew or what I even was aware of at the time,” Claudia had a deep stare while gazing into my eyes from across the room. “Unfortunately, she was my sister’s lover. They were even engaged.” 
  “Wha…?” I reacted in shock. “Are you serious...?” 
  “Very much so—but it didn’t last long.” 
  “Did she choose your sister over you?” 
  “No… She passed away before anything was spoken of,” Claudia, answered while looking at the sun through the windows. “Ever since then, my sister and I have not seen eye to eye on things, and before long, we’d gone our separate ways.” Then she looked directly at me, her stare sending chills down my spine. “After everything that happened, we haven’t connected at all… It seem like centuries since my sister and I talked about things or even saw each other at family gatherings. We were once so close and now we are always distant.” 
  “I guess I’m not the only one who still has heartache.” 
  “Quite a few experiences take longer to heal from... It will take time for you to get over Angelica. Don’t rush it. When you’re ready for something new, the lucky lady will be there waiting.” 
  “I’m not holding my breath on it.” 
  Our conversation came to a halt as the doctor walked into the room. Wearing his white coat and black hair slicked back, and he had on the same old thick plastic framed glasses. His style was still straight out of the 60s since my last visit. 
  “Good morning, Kristen.” He carried in a chart, reading the papers. “How are we feeling today?” 
  “Good, same as last time,” I answered with less enthusiasm. 
  “Uh-huh… That’s good to hear.” He put on a stethoscope and listened to my heartbeat.  He shifted around my shirt where the black marks from the stab wound became exposed. As I glanced up at Claudia, her eyes gazed at the mark with a mortified expression. When she caught me looking at her, she quickly turned away, and strolled over to the window as if she was trying to avoid taking another look. 
 The black wound on my chest pulsed as I held my breath under the uncomfortable scrutiny. 
  Did she see it…? 
 
 CHAPTER 3 
 
 Claremont Hospital 
  Part II 


    
 
CLAUDIA REMAINED IN MY THOUGHTS most of the day, following my examination. The hours passed by, from morning to afternoon, to the evening, rehashing what transpired between me and Claudia. Did she see the wound or not? If this wasn’t for the mundane eye, then how was it possible for her to stare directly at the mark, and react the way she did? The face she made; something wasn’t adding up.  From what gossip I’ve come across, they hired Claudia the same day the police brought me in. It didn’t seem like a coincidence, especially when I realized she had more of a watchful eye on me than on the other patients’. 
  The verse she recited; it was familiar as if I discovered the words in a dream. ‘Angel of the Night Sky, my star is a solitary one, neither bright nor dull.  Only the fates can guide us back together again through this turmoil.’ Each word collaborated within my soul the day I awakened as a Witch. The precise words developed from the pit of my mind like an incomplete puzzle with not enough pieces to solve its meaning. 
  Strange nights, I used to fantasize about two angels.  One of the nights, the other, the light, both loved me in a way that didn’t end well.  A thick darkness always consumed me, taking me somewhere else, far, far from their reach. If only I knew what those nightmares meant. 
  Thinking back on it, my coven once told me everyone has many past-lives and those memories sometimes seep into our dreams. They also explained that memories are just locked away with each new life to keep us safe from ourselves; not erased, only concealed until we are ready to learn the truth.  It never resonated with me, the conversations on reincarnation within the circle. However, after seeing the mysterious woman on my deathbed, it was possible there was more I needed to understand about the world of the unknown. 
  How do I seek the answers when they are not in this realm…? 
  ‌‌‌ “What’s wrong, girlie?” Dalia asked from her bed, laying in a daze. “You look lost again.” 
  “Nothing, really,” I snapped out of it. “My mind likes to float around on its own.  Then again, tonight is my last night.” 
  “The shadows have been mentioning your release all day. Like a long stream of gossip, girlie, with no end. They don’t know how to shut-up about it.” 
  “What do the shadows say?” 
  “I suggest you get lots of rest tonight.  Your journey will be a long and exhausting one.” 
  “The drive back is not that bad.” 
  Dalia frowned at me. “Soon you will know what I’m talking about.” 
  “As usual... always vague with the answers,” I exhaled in frustration. “This is too complex for my human brain to handle. I’m on overload right now.” 
  “It’s for your own good.” 
  “Do the shadows talk about Miss Claudia?” I asked and again peered at Dalia’s grim face. “What’s with that look?” 
  “You have become quite close with her, haven’t you?” 
  “A question answered with a question… Kinda,” I responded. “She’s cool. I don’t understand her though. Something about her is off… But it’s not worth pointing out right now.” 
  “She’s been keeping an eye on you. A close one… I noticed she has taken a forbidden interest in you, girlie.” 
  “Forbidden… Interested or not—our fates end here.” I said, suddenly saddened by my own words. Then, quickly, the verse appeared in my thoughts.   “In the darkness I fall, in the dark I shall stay…” 
  “What did you say?” Her eyes widened in surprise. “Where did you learn that?” 
  “Claudia recited it when she accompanied me to my last physical. It’s a poem written by her lover. Dark, huh?” 
 “It’s dark at heart, girlie. There’s a lot of suffering in those words. Be careful… They might just open-up a can of worms.” 
  I rose up and went over to the desk.  In the drawer, I picked up a journal given to me by the faculty to write-out my emotions for the hospital psychologist. The pages were empty as my fingers flipped the cover open to a clean sheet. 
  “Are you motivated to write something tonight?” Dalia asked, her back against the wall, reading a light erotica about Sleeping Beauty; the cover black with only white font. 
  “The moon is full.” She peeked out the shadeless windows. 
  “The words are on the tip of my mind.” I explained, gazing at the moon outside the window, radiant and full in the night sky.  “It’s there—it wants to come out.” 
  “Take a deep breath, girlie. Let it come naturally.” 
  I inhaled deeply and breathed out. Suddenly, the mark on my chest throbbed, pulsing thin streaks of black veins under my skin. It expanded an inch across and stopped before my collarbone. I gasped to the anguish and shame, flowing throughout my soul, as the words formed clearly in my thoughts. The heartache, the bitterness, collided at once, along with a special vision of Claudia, standing on a long-stretched beach, displaying both night and day in the sky. She appeared delighted at the sight of me and her smile gleamed like a magnet, luring me in until I got close enough to know what to say. 
 
 My heart slowly submits to the darkness, 

  My love for you, 

  Eyes of pure beauty beyond the heavenly night, 

  Lips of an angel with a kiss deadlier to my forsaken love, 

  My pride is my sacrifice for the love I’ve longed for, 

  I am not afraid of your kiss, 

  I shall die a thousand deaths for your eyes to gaze upon me once again, 

  My heart turns black as the night sky and becomes frozen without your embrace, 

  Only your love can break the curse that torments me, 

  A kiss will set me free, 

  Set me free, 

  I’ve long awaited… 



  Suddenly, there was a tap on the doorframe. “Hey ladies,” Claudia chirped, while entering. “I wanted to wish you two a good evening before heading out.” 
  “Your shift over, Miss Claudia?” Dalia asked, not even glancing up from her book. 
  She drifted over beside my desk. “Someone’s inspired to write in that notebook.” 
  “Not what you think.” 
  She stooped over to have a peek at the page. “A poem?” 
  “Kinda…” I didn’t know how to answer. “It’s just words that wanted to come out.  I think this is it.” 
  Claudia gasped where I felt the heat of her breath brush against my ear. 
  “It seems like I played off the poem you recited earlier.” 
  “It’s really—good.”  Her voice shaken. 
  I looked up to watch her eyes fall into sadness. “I’m sorry if it brought up sad memories.” 
  “No—I’m only surprised how well you resembled her style.” 
  After her eyes read that she more than liked it, I tore out the page and handed it to her. “Well, I guess it’s meant for you.” At first, she faltered, looking flustered. Then she accepted it and rolled it up in her hand. “Don’t let Nurse Patty catch you walking out with that,” I cautioned her. 
  Claudia’s face split into a cunning grin. “She won’t see it at all.” She walked towards the door. “You have a good evening, Kristen.  I’ll see you in the morning before discharge.” 
  “Promise?” 
  “You can count on it.” She winked her left eye and exited the room. “Get some sleep.” Her voice echoed down the corridor and soon after, we didn’t hear her footsteps anymore. 
 “Like I said before—that woman is totally interested in you,” Dalia glanced up. “If I weren’t here, she would have done something.” 
  “Nah—she would get in trouble for fraternizing.” 
  “That woman doesn’t seem like the type to care about hospital policies.” 
  “Yeah—you’re probably right.” I laughed. “She still cool though. I’m actually gonna miss her.” 
  “Sure, you will,” Dalia gawked at me. “I’ve seen that playful stare you give her. You’re just as much as a troublemaker as she is.  You know two hearts think alike… When I look at you both it’s like glancing at a mirrored image of each other.  Wicked fun I see and an endless demise.” Out of nowhere, she busted out laughing. “You know I’m joking with you right.” 
  “Yeah—sure,” I didn’t believe her. “Just so you know, I’m gonna miss you too. Try to hold back your episodes until I leave, ok.” 
  “Ha, ha—like I have control over that.” She gave me the evil grin before going back to her reading. 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  The air was heavy in the night after Dalia and I fell asleep. The room felt hotter than normal, even though the air conditioner was running at full blast earlier. It’s as if someone had replaced all the freezing air with a suffocating heat, radiating from the hallway.  Sweat trickled down my forehead as I opened my eyes.  My breath became uneasy in the dense air. 
  In the background, there was a peculiar sound down the right hallway. I sat up on the edge of the bed, my ears trained. It sounded like wings flapping closer to the door.  Within mere seconds, a white and gray-feathered owl flew by, and continued to glide across the corridor. 
  “Dalia,” I whispered as I looked back. She was fast asleep, not the slightest bit disturbed by the other sounds that resounded in the halls. When I listened closer, it was the moans of patients in their rooms.  “What’s going on,” I mumbled to myself.  The hair on my arms stood up with goosebumps as I developed the courage to stand up and walk towards the door.  The lights were dim with a black mist rising up the white walls.  I stepped further out and looked towards the lounge where I saw the shadow of the owl’s wings, flapping in the back. 
  At first, my legs didn’t want to move, because of the voices coming from the other rooms.  The doors disappeared with no hinges on the frame.  “I must be dreaming.” The horrible sounds of patients moaning made me stand rooted to the spot. The black mist grew thicker along the walls, like a rushing stream, painting it black.  Standing still made it worse as the lights flickered above like a surge of electricity. It seemed as if the bulbs would explode when the current increased. Then within a split second, the lights behind me switched off until it was pitch-black in the back corridors. I stumbled forward, frightened of the dark. I gulped in fear and forced myself to move forward.  My legs trembled under me, taking cautious steps as I walked by the first room. 
  I peeked inside and at first, I could barely see anything in the dark. Then my eyes adjusted, and I noticed the women that stayed in the room levitated vertically in the air.  Their faces looking up at the ceiling at a shadowy figure, with glowing red eyes and a narrow head, and its skin black between solid and phantom-like.   His hands extended out with strings, streaming out from his fingertips, connected to different parts of the womens’ body, like a puppet master, stringing them for a show. Their eyes rolled back white, and their jaws dropped open as if the life was being drained out of them. 
  The sight of it made me gulp, and I rushed to the next door.  My upper abdomen throbbed and swirled like energy, spinning faster until it was like a jolt, punching me in the gut. As I walked by the room, there were lewd sounds of a woman’s moans, as if she was experiencing pleasure inside. The sound of her voice reminded me of the steady rise to bliss, just before climaxing. 
 When I peered into the dimmed space, my eyes caught another black figure more human-like than the one before. With scales like a snake, thrusting himself upon the naked woman in bed. Her eyes rolled back like the other patients, and her life force expelled from her skin as the sex allowed the creature to devour her like an Incubus.  His head turned to glance at me with glowing golden eyes, ramming himself faster between her legs in tandem with the woman’s pleasurable sighs.  I observed him, penetrating deeper and harder, making her legs quiver in ecstasy as she screamed louder than before. The sheer sound of her voice snapped me out of the trance and I no longer watched them continue as I moved along the hall. 
  Each room had something different was going on that I refused to look at. Just by listening to the whimpers and the quiet screams, it was as if I’d entered a fragment of hell. I strolled towards the desk and found Nurse Patty in a chair behind the counter, dead asleep.   Next to her was Claudia.  ‘What was she doing here? I thought she left.’ However, there was something different about her.  Her hair was black, and she had incisors that appeared sharp. She sunk them into the back of Patty’s neck like vampire fangs, blood dripping from her red lips. 
  Then my attention went to the owl as it flapped its wings in the lounge, close ahead.  “This must be a dream,” I muttered faintly while walking pass the counter. I angled my head to the side, trying to get a better view of the owl who waited, perched on the back of the couch. 
  Suddenly, someone grabbed my arm from behind.  “What are you doing out?” The familiar voice sent a shiver throughout my body. I turned around and saw Claudia, clinging to me. 
  “Claudia… Is this a dream?” 
  She pulled and forced me back down the hall.  The black figures in the rooms stood at the doorframe, watching us, as the darkness grew thicker and spread onto the ceiling, and across the tiled floor. “LEAVE US—NOW,” she ordered in a voice that struck fear in me with how it reverberated, making the hallway vibrate and crack. The others listened and disappeared back into the rooms.  As soon as they did, the walls, and the floor cleared up once again and everything became quiet. 
  In that moment, Claudia rushed me back into my room. The terror written on her face made me believe something worried her more than the creatures that lurk in the halls of the hospital.  Our eyes met when she turned towards me and her tender hand caressed my face. “It will be ok.”  She let out a long sigh of relief. “They won’t harm you while I’m here.” Her forehead relaxed on mine. “I’m sorry you witnessed all this.” Her hand slid down my neck to my chest where she touched the black wound. 
  My abdomen throbbed to her presence and her gentle touch. “I still don’t understand…” I grasped her hand, moving it away. “Is this a dream?” 
  “Yes,” she answered, not looking me in the eye. “This is just a dream. You’ll wake up soon.” 
  My hand reached up to her lips, and I grazed my thumb across her fang. She clutched my hand and kissed the palm, rubbing her lips on it. “You feel real.” It slipped from my mouth to the sight of her gaze, staring at my lips.  Her face drew close for a slight peck on the side, which was like heavenly silk against my sensitive skin.  Instead of letting her back away, I embraced her in a real kiss, connecting us to where her body pressed against mine in sheer passion. 
  A jolt slammed hard in my abdomen, the way her lips caressed mine vividly with an overwhelming desire for everything to be real. Even the warmth of her breath felt genuine, to the taste of her tongue that had a hint of iron from the blood she drank, and a certain sweetness like the strawberries we enjoyed. I didn’t want our kiss to end as I wrapped my arms tighter around her waist, sealing the gap between us. 
 Finally, our lips parted, and I couldn’t help the rushing sadness swelling in my chest.  The wound pulsed, and the black veins appeared again. “I can’t help but feel unhappy that this is only a dream. You seem so real, like a tease.  I hate dreams like this.” The veins spread across further. 
  Claudia enveloped me in her arms. “Don’t think like that,” she murmured. “You’re just going to make it spread more.” She kissed the side of my neck. 
  “Have a little faith, ok.” Her fingertips touched my wound, and the veins disappeared, causing the pulsing to stop. “If things were different, I would show you for real how much I love you—but for now, we can’t be together.” 
  I cocked my head in confusion. “You love me?” 
  Claudia kissed my lips once again. “Yes…” She glanced in the direction where the owl’s wings flapped in the lounge 
  “Listen, Kristen. It hurts me so much to watch you suffer. I’m so sorry for everything that has happened now and then.  I wish I had the power to change things, but you must let the owl guide you for the time being.” 
  “What…? The Owl…” 
  “As much as I want to be with you—it’s not possible right now.  The one that did this to you.” She looked at the mark. “This is a curse... The Dark Princess has her claim on you regardless of what we both want.” 
  “I don’t understand…” 
  “You will…” She stepped further away. “All you need to do is follow the owl. She awaits you as we speak. You should go to her.” 
  My hand moved to hold Claudia. “Dream or not, whoever you are—I want to see you again.” I crossed my fingers with hers and held it tight. 
  “Maybe, one day you will.” She kissed me once again, her lips enveloping mine in one last embrace before she pushed me out into the hallway, our joined hands separating. 
  When I looked up, the door vanished, and it was another white wall.  The rooms down the corridor had disappeared, and it was now a clean path to the lounge where I made my way and entered the room.  The owl gazed at me with blue luminous eyes.  It was unusual to see eyes as clear as the sea and glowing a radiance of light from its feathers. I approached closer, reaching out my hand to touch it. When I was close enough, it flapped its wings and jumped at me. 
  I freaked out at the sight and woke up back in my bed. The light from the windows shone on the bright white walls and the air felt cold again, not dense.  I took in a deep breath to fill my lungs, and the comfort of being awake overwhelmed me, I was safe.  Dalia snored in her bed, which was like music to my ears compared to the moans, whimpers, and screams. 
  Was it all just a dream...? 
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THE DREAM HAUNTED EVERY INCH OF MY MIND. I thought about Claudia, the kiss, and the mystical blue-eyed owl. Everything appeared vivid for a mere figment of my imagination. The fantasy-like images replayed in my mind like a horror flick as I got dressed and prepared a bag for my discharge at 10 A.M.  It was only eight in the morning, yet it seemed like it was taking forever for the two hours to go by. The anxiousness kicked-in full throttle, knowing my freedom from these walls was near. 
  Even though I survived the hellish night, it was difficult to meet the other patients directly along the hallway. Specifically, my neighbors who were under the control of the Demon Puppet Master. While glancing at them, I still imagined the strings connected to them, streaming to the top of the ceiling as they walked by. I had no eagerness to make eye-contact, instead I kept recalling the details of them with a silent promise to myself to never utter a word about it. 
  Dalia strolled next to me down the corridors into the lounge area, where the owl was in my dreams.  I stared at the couch, thinking of its eyes.  Those eyes pierced my soul in a way that gave me worrisome thoughts about the future. 
  “What you lookin’ at, girlie?” Dalia noticed my wandering eyes. 
  “Nothing,” I answered. “I’m remembering a dream from last night. Well, it was more like a nightmare.” 
  “What did you see?” She sat in a single chair next to the couch. “It can’t just be nothing if you have that bewildered look like your entire world just turned upside-down.” 
  “I don’t know what’s real anymore.” I sat on the couch, nodding my head as if I was going crazy. “So much shit has happened, and it’s actually freaking me out.” 
  “Take-it-easy, girlie,” she suggested. “Now explain to me exactly what happened.” 
  “I saw an owl last night. It was strange though… I thought I was awake at first, but oh boy, I was far from it…  There were things here that made my skin crawl.” 
  Dalia huffed out a slight laugh. “Girlie, you only saw what’s always around us. Sounds like you went out of your body.” 
  “It had to be a dream though.” The thought of Claudia being on the other side came to mind; however, I chose not to share that minor detail with Dalia… 
  “You’ve gone out of your body before, right…? 
  “More than the rare occasion,” I replied. 
  “This isn’t the first time you’ve seen them, right?” 
  “Yeah…” 
  “You don’t understand,” I looked her in the eyes more serious than ever. “If it wasn’t a dream… Then…” 
  “Good morning, everyone!” Claudia’s voice echoed in the room, acting way more cheerful than usual. “Good morning, Kristen.”  She walked up to us, holding a large gift bag, which had a sweet-smelling aroma. 
  As she drew closer, my eyes naturally found her lips. Instantly, I began to feel the phantom sensation from our last kiss. “Ah…” I stuttered, my words a jumbled mess. My mind blanked when she bit her bottom lip, sucking on it, before smiling. 
  “A swell morning to you too, Miss Claudia.” Dalia cracked a devious grin as she caught me lustfully gazing at Claudia’s lips. “I apologize for my roommate’s manners.  It seems her mind is out the front door.” 
  “That’s fine, Dalia.” Claudia glanced at me once again and laid her hand on my shoulder in concern. “Are you all right?” 
  “Huh… Yeah—I’m fine,” I finally answered. “I just had weird sleep that’s all.” 
  “Oh—I’m sorry.” She sat next to me and set the bag on the coffee table in front of us. “I hope you got enough rest for today.” 
 “I’ll be fine, thank you.” I glanced at the bag, smelling food. “By the way, it’s not like I’m the one driving.... What’s that?” 
  “Hmm… Lets just say it’s something-of-a going away gift.” She pushed the bag closer. “It’s for you.” 
  “Really?” My eyes widened, while looking inside. It was a food container and as I reached in and lifted it out, it was pancakes piled with strawberries on top. The plastic warmed my hand to the touch like the food was recently made.  “O.M.G., thank you!” I was in shock she would consider bringing me food I like. “You didn’t have to.” 
  “I wanted to,” Claudia handed me a plastic fork. “Your last meal here should be something better than oatmeal and fake eggs.” 
  “Did you buy this from somewhere?” I pried open the top, admiring how picture perfect it looked and the strawberries were bright red, and garden-fresh appealing as my stomach reacted with a slight gurgle. The aroma drew me in with how the pancakes looked perfectly golden like they came right off a display poster! “This looks great.” 
  “I made it myself,” Claudia reached over and plucked a strawberry, and popped it into her mouth right next to my face. “I like to cook sometimes.” 
  “This is amazing, thank you.” I took a bite and felt my face relaxed and my eyes close in content. I peeked out of one half shut eye and grinned at her. 
  “I assume that means it tastes good,” Claudia chuckled. “I’m delighted that you’re enjoying it so much. It’s rare that anyone gets to experience my culinary skills.” 
  “I’m sure you’re a skilled woman, Miss Claudia. In things other than recipes.” Dalia winked and grinned at her own joke even though she was the only one laughing. But I noticed Claudia’s face tightened and became stern. 
  “Am I right?” Dalia quizzed. 
  “You must know better than I,” Claudia cracked a deceitful grin. “What I’m capable of…” 
  “I’m just messing with you, Miss Claudia.” Dalia retracted her comment with a laugh. “I meant nothing by it. Thank you though, for being kind to my dear friend here. Her time as my angsty roommate has been an eventful one with her admiring and crushing hard on a wicked beauty such as yourself.” 
  I threw a strawberry at her. “What the fuck, Dalia?” Her jokes enraged me, and I became flushed with embarrassment. “Shut-up!” 
  Dalia laughed even louder. “No need to be bashful, girlie. You can be honest on your last day.” 
  “Have you been attracted to me all this time?” Claudia’s seductive gaze found me. “Did my...um...wickedness capture you like she said?” 
  “Can you two please stop teasing me?” The heat from their jokes rushed to my head, making me feel even more flustered than the warm pancakes on my lap. 
  “Your face and ears are so red right now, girlie,” Dalia kept joking around. “Just admit it and call it a day.” 
  “O.M.F.G…!” I nodded my head, wanting to throw something heavier than a strawberry at her. 
  Claudia’s arm snaked around my shoulder and she whispered softly in my ear. “You can relax my poetic dark one. It’s ok if you don’t want to say anything right now.” 
  Her breath on my skin made me think about the kiss all over again and the way she acted in my dream. How could it be an out-of-body experience when she looked different from the woman sitting next to me? She’s not human at all, if it was her.  The incisors were of a Vampire, and that means she sucked the blood of Nurse Patty last night. My hand grazed over my chest, touching the stab wound.  That means she knows about the mark. So why was she not saying anything? 
  Dalia glanced over at me. “Girlie, don’t wander off for too long in those crazy thoughts of yours. It’s better to be here in the now, before our time is up.” 
 “She’s right,” Claudia nudged me. “Eat-up.  I have to escort you downstairs soon. We’ll stop teasing you for now at least, but you will miss us.” 
  “Thanks,” I answered. “I’m gonna miss moments like this. When I get home, I really don’t have any idea what will happen. I just hope things won’t be too awkward, with my hospitalization and…” 
  “Your attempt,” Claudia finished my sentence. “It’s ok to be worried about other people’s reaction. We are all flawed in different ways, Kristen. There’s no shame in losing yourself when things are harder to manage. The important thing is to rise above everything.” 
  “I don’t think I can ignore the judgment,” I let out a stressed sigh.   “Their faces will express more than a thousand words about the things I’ve done.” 
  “You’re a strong girl,” Dalia joined in on our conversation. “Stronger than you believe… You just have to endure some shit for now, and things will work themselves out. 
  “Easier said than done,” I answered with not a single shred of optimism towards my future. 
  Dalia and Claudia stayed with me the entire time while I ate. The laughs we shared were precious until the last moment, when the clock struck ten and it was time for her to escort me down to the first floor. We walked into the arrival and discharge office and as we entered a tight area, it resembled an office space with cluttered bookshelves and filing bins stacked throughout the walls. 
  Claudia, as promised, waited with me through the paperwork process. I couldn’t help but catch glimpses of her, standing in the corner by the door. Her eyes drifted off to the side in a long gaze, not watching the process at all. I didn’t know if she was bored or if she was terribly sad about me getting discharged.  It bothered me to not have a clue what she meant to express with those eyes. I wish I knew what she was thinking, but maybe, just maybe, I can imagine that she has the same feelings as I do. Although, it saddens me regardless of us only knowing each other fourteen days.  It’s not often my grim personality connects with others.  However, with her, this strange bond or attachment I couldn’t place my finger on had me feeling a strange sense of separation anxiety after the dream. 
  “All right, Brenner,” The lady handling my paperwork behind the desk interrupted my racing thoughts. She glanced up from her computer screen. “You’re all set.” Her curly red hair and thick eyeglass frames caught my attention as she handed me the discharge papers. I took them from her and stood up from the chair, ready to leave. 
  “I guess that’s it, Kristen.” Claudia opened the door for me. “Let’s get you out of here.” 
  I hulled my bag over my shoulder, and we strolled out together into the lobby. It was empty and abandoned as we entered the area of lined chairs and couches, with a T.V. above in the corner, not even turned on.  Usually, there was a person working the front desk, greeting whoever walked in.  However, the chairs were empty, and the room was in silence. There was only the sunlight shining in through the windows, brightening the white painted walls and the black-and-white checkered floor. 
  Soon it will be left behind. I dropped my bag beside me. “Looks like my mom hasn’t arrived yet.” I huffed. 
  Claudia’s arms suddenly wrapped around my waist in a loving embrace from behind.  “I’m sure she will be here soon.” Her voice comforted me in a slight whisper. Her cheek pressed against my ear and the softness of her lips grazed my face. 
  I closed my eyes, listening to her breath, and heartbeat against my back as she held me close.  “Remember what I said.” She kissed my neck. “Follow the owl.” Her voice resounded in my ears, slowly fading away, and when I opened my eyes. Her arms let go and Claudia was gone. 
  It was just me in the empty lobby and Claudia was nowhere in sight as if her presence, and touch was an illusion. “What just happened?” I twirled around in a circle, searching the room.  “Was it real?” My mind couldn’t comprehend reality and what happened.  Am I truly going crazy? 
 Then as I turned towards the front door, a familiar woman walked in.  Her blonde hair tied in a bun and with a warm smile to greet me the moment her blue eyes met mine. “Mom…” 
  “Hey sweetie! I’m sorry I’m late,” she appeared to be out of breath, inhaling and exhaling in her blue jeans and green sleeveless blouse. “Traffic around here is awful.” 
  I searched around the room again and picked up my bag. “It’s—fine. I should have told you, rush hour around this time can be the pits.” 
  “You’re telling me, sweetie,” she gave me a hug. “The people down here don’t know how to drive. I watched two accidents while rushing here. Also, there’s a car on fire on the beltway. Don’t expect this drive to be smooth sailing.” She grabbed ahold of my bag and lugged it over her shoulder. “Are you all done with the paperwork?” 
  “Yeah...,” I answered, still glancing around the lobby in confusion. 
  “What’s wrong, sweetie?” She asked with concern in her voice. “Nothing,” I answered. “The meds I’m on are messin’ with my head a little.” 
  “If you’re not feeling well, we’ll get you an appointment with the psychiatrist and see if they can find medicine with lesser side effects.” She headed back towards the door and pulled it open for me. “Come on—let's get going before it gets too late. Everyone is waiting for us.” 
  “Everyone...?” My heart pumped with anxiety while walking with her outside.  The sunlight blinded me for a second before the colors of the outdoors came into focus.  There was not a single cloud in the sky and the breeze brushed against my face. The air didn’t have the odor of a sterilized hospital anymore as I took a deep breath and sucked in a lungful of pollen from the trees around the parking lot. 
  “Yes, the family is giving you a welcome home party since they couldn’t come and visit you in the hospital.” We walked towards the car at the far end of the full lot. “A few of your friends have visited. They have been helping out a lot especially with moving your things in the house.” 
  “Really?” It surprised me that my friends would go to such lengths after I escaped the countryside and traded it in for a fast-paced lifestyle in the city, which was different from the backwoods, farms, and the mountains. I haven’t even kept contact with them for almost a year because I focused more on the coven than anyone else in my life.  “So, they still think of me even after everything.” 
  My mom opened the car door. “Well sweetie, when we get home, we can sort all that out.” She got into the car first and threw my bag in the back. I opened the passenger side and sunk my behind in the bucket seat, which had a linen scent from the air-fresheners clipped to the vents.  “Do we need to stop and get you something to eat, before we hit the main highway?” she asked. 
  “No—I’m ok.” I answered. “I had a hefty breakfast earlier.  I should be fine until we get closer to home.” 
  “Ok then.” My mom started the car. “Fasten-up! Home, here we come.” 
  Once my mother and I settled in the car we drove out of the hospital parking lot and our journey finally began on the long stretch of highway. We only hit a slight bit of traffic before meeting empty back roads through Maryland, and into Pennsylvania. Then from there we drove through the city of Philadelphia before reaching the Garden State Highway going towards the westside of New Jersey. 
  The scenery changed from concrete buildings and crowded streets to vast forests of trees and mountains. I opened the window, inhaling the clean, crisp countryside air.  The townships became smaller the further we traveled up north.   Fewer cars were on the road and there were more dives, and diner stops along the way. There were more trucks, vintage cars, and motorcycles on the road than an expensive luxury vehicles parked in the lots of roadside bars and convenience stores. 
 After another hour, we passed by our township before turning on the quiet road to my grandmother’s house.  The windy roads were just as I remembered. Hard turns and a steep quarry before making a right up the mountain road. Around the corner, I became excited to see a front yard about the size of a football field, and the long stretch driveway that led to a large brick home in the distance.  My mom turned the car onto the gravel path and drove up a hill along the rocky terrain and avoided deep holes. 
  Halfway up we passed by an old shack-sized cabin. I was in-shock to see it was still standing after being built fifty years ago while my grandfather was building the house. The front porch appeared to be in good condition as if it was recently repaired, what with the new stained boards on the porch and steps.  “The shack looks less condemned than usual,” I commented. 
  “Your uncle decided to pick up a hammer for once and fix it after…” My mother paused, catching herself before saying the words, but I understood what she meant. “He wanted it ready before you arrived,” She glared at me. “Since he and I both know you used it as a hangout spot with Phyla and Maddox. I remember finding quite a large stash under the floorboards.” 
  I sunk deeper into the seat. “Uh… Us kids, right? We like to have fun.” 
  My mother’s glare became more intense. “Uh-huh—I see.” 
  The driveway led behind the house where I heard rock music playing loud from the tool shop. They parked cars and trucks in different areas of the driveway and on the grass by the field.  We drove further in and parked in an open spot at the far end of the house by the three-door garage.  The doors were all open, and my motorcycle was outside, mounted on the gravel and beside it, I noticed someone working on the engine. As my eyes focused on the person, I realized it was a familiar woman.   I stepped out of the car and noticed her long dark, flowing hair, tied in a ponytail, and her toned body knelt on the gravel, cranking a torque wrench to tighten a bolt. 
  “Phyla!”  She heard my voice and stood up automatically dropping the wrench. Her hazel eyes side-glanced in a defiant stance; her thin face and chiseled jaw was just as I remembered. Even her youth looked the same since adolescence, untouched by time. She remained relaxed with no emotion as her muscular frame took a few steps towards me before standing in place, her eyes stern, making me feel uneasy. 
  Suddenly, Phyla’s face curled up and turned into a playful grin. “Kristen...”  She then raced towards me. Her arms enveloped around my waist and squeezed by lifting me until my feet couldn’t touch the ground. I groaned in pain from not being able to breathe with how strong her grip was around my ribs. 
  I knew Phyla was fit, yet I never realized how strong she was until the weight of her arms crushed me. “OMG—girl!” She expressed excitement and dropped me back to my feet. “Where have you been? Look at you.” She glanced down and poked my belly. “Girl… you have gotten soft.” 
  I giggled slightly from being ticklish as she kept poking non-stop until I grasped her wrist. “Come ‘on. You know perfectly well that tickles.” 
  “But look how squishy you’ve gotten.” She laughed, breaking my hold to keep on teasing me. 
  “Phyla—stop joking around,” Pharah stepped out of the garage, looking like a mirrored image of Phyla.  They were identical twins with no flaws or physical differences to separate them.  If I didn’t know them well, I would mistake their identities right on the spot. Phyla was the aggressive one who always has her eyebrows stern or raised. Pharah had a more pleasant demeanor, her face relaxed, always with a charming smile to share.  Even her movements acted welcoming as she approached me for a hug.  Her similarly toned arms were gentler to the touch as she embraced me. “We missed you, Kristen.” She then caressed my face, grazing her hand down my neck and over my shirt where the wound was. “Are you ok? We heard what happened.” 
 “Guys…I’m totally fine.” I glanced at both of them. “Sorry if I worried you and all.” 
  “You should’ve come back home if you felt that bad, girl.” Phyla commented.  “We’re your family here.” 
  “What she intended to say is, we’re happy you’re still with us,” Pharah added. “You’re home now and this one over here has been a miserable hound without you. You can only imagine how we both reacted to the news.  Maddox is here too.” My eyes brightened to his name. “He’s in the house helping your grandmother with the whole roasted duck in the oven.” 
  “Girl we have a feast for you tonight!” Phyla mentioned with eagerness since she loved my grandmother’s home-cooking. 
  It relieved me with how casual they were. I could tell that Phyla and Pharah hadn’t changed at all, the way they looked at me.  Phyla wrapped her arm around my neck, acting the same as always, giving me hand signals, she wanted us to smoke later. 
  Pharah always figured out what her sister meant, whether we used words or hand gestures.  She always perceived ahead of time what we were up to, mischievous or good. Either way, she liked to sit around with Maddox and us back-in-the-day when we would get drunk and high. But I understood she wanted to keep us safe and out of trouble with the law.  Regardless of what we did, Pharah was always the nurturing one out of all of us, willing to help without even asking.  She grabbed my bag from the car and nudged me and Phyla to follow her inside. 
  We all entered the house through the garage door, stepping into the living room, which steamed with roasted meat from the oven.  The red oak wood floors cracked to our steps, walking across into the kitchen area. My grandmother was near the oven with Maddox, carving into the cooked duck. Her short blonde hair caught my eyes first, and she glanced up at me with welcoming blue eyes.  Next to Maddox, she appeared short, fair, and thin compared to his broad, dark exterior. 
  “Hey, grandma! Maddox…” He looked different since the last time I saw him with more tattoos along his arms and was wearing his signature black tank-top so, I knew it was him.  I noticed a new design on his neck that appeared raw as if he had it done a few days ago of a wolf-like skull. Ever since high school, he was always obsessed with the concept of the lone wolf.  Having a wolf tattooed on his chest and tribal designs, spread across his shoulders and down his arm.  He rushed up to me and collided with my body like a rock. I was impressed with how solid he’d become since getting into weight training with his adopted sister, Phyla. He picked me up even higher, squeezing my upper body, which felt like my ribs were being crushed by his strength. 
  “Ugh…” I moaned in pain. “You and Phyla will kill me one of these days... Please!” He finally dropped me, and I took in a large gulp of air. 
  “Pup…” Phyla head-locked him and forced his head under her chin. “Mind your strength more.” 
  “Sorry, sis.” He apologized with a smirk, knowing Phyla wasn’t serious. “I got carried away.” 
  “You two need to settle down,” Pharah ordered. “Maddox…” She eyed him with a stern glare. “Remember to calm yourself before you get too excited.”  She was referring to his impulsive behavior.  He gets excited and becomes too loud, and sometimes overexerts his actions, resorting to running around and having outbursts of random crazy dialogue like the mad hatter. 
  He fights back with a devious grin. “I… Behave….” His voice changed from a low tone to a high pitch. “Sis—you don’t have a soul.” 
  She ignored his rant and rolled her eyes in annoyance. Afterwards, Pharah walked over to my grandmother and helped with the rest of the dinner preparations for the evening. However, my grandmother remained silent in the kitchen. It was quite normal for her not to show the same kind of excitement as the others.  I expected later, she would have serious words with me about everything. But until then, I enjoyed the company of my friends and endured the uneasiness that swirled in my mind. 
 What did she mean by follow the owl...? 
 
 CHAPTER 5 
 
 Home Among Friends 
  Part II 


 
THE EVENING SHADOWS CREPT OVER THE PEAK of the mountain as I wandered outside in the summer’s evening warmth. There was a gentle wind, gusting in from the west.   Phyla followed close by with Maddox at her tail, down to the field.  The yard had large tire marks, tracked across the lawn and ended at the border of the estate.  I followed the tire tracks made by the old blue tractor, and it led towards the forest. The tractor was large enough with the attachment to cut the wide fields within a day. Although, when I explored around the house earlier, I hadn’t noticed him at all. Either he was out in the woods or he had to rush out as usual to buy either a pack of smokes or a case of beer for the night.    
  As I continued my exploration, my legs wandered towards the vast forest, extending as far as the eye could see. There we came across a car graveyard along the border.   The family, over the generations, had lined old rusted cars around the dirt ground, and they had become occupied with weeds and trees growing inside, splitting the leather seats. The sight of it made me feel at home in this world I’d forgotten.  Even the ancient tree stood unharmed by weather and time. Its roots thicker than ever above the turf and its branches bloomed with greenery and life. 
  “We can have a race.” Phyla challenged. 
  “Nah,” I glanced back at her and Maddox. “I’m just remembering my childhood. It seems so long ago I imagined myself as a warrior, protecting the forest from any threats. This tree was my stronghold.” I skimmed my fingers across the rigid bark. “My family told me I had a vivid imagination, daydreaming about Elves and Werewolves, fighting together to protect the creatures that couldn’t fend for themselves. I used to even imagine Fairies and Pixies living in the branches.” 
  “Sounds like my type of place to be,” Maddox replied. “I would totally imagine myself as a Werewolf, running through the trails alone.” 
  “Oh, I would be an indestructible force to be reckoned with,” Phyla pretended to howl like a beast. 
  “You’re like that now,” Maddox added. “What would be the difference?” 
  “Quiet, pup! I know I’m awesome.” She quipped, her ego shining as bright as her grin.  “But we are speaking for imaginary purposes. I would be the most frightening creature among the realms, no one would ever dare to challenge me or bring harm to my friends. You can’t have conflicts if you bring that much terror to the soul.” 
  “Why am I not surprised?” I snickered. “You have always been my shield and sword no matter what, and I admire how strong willed you are.” 
  Phyla embraced me in a hug.  Maddox joined in for fun. Within their arms, they lifted a burden off my shoulders, and my past didn’t seem so depressing and resentful.  They were my true family, not the coven. Not Angelica or anybody else in this forsaken world. 
  “I’m sorry, you guys.” Tears dropped from my eyes. “I messed up.” 
  Phyla rested her forehead on mine. “Hey, you don’t need to say anything, okay. We all understood you needed to get out of here and try to find yourself. Ever since we’ve known you, you’ve always seemed so lost. It’s like your mind wanders someplace else most of the time. Moving to the south, I’d hope you find whatever you were looking for out there.” 
  “Hope, huh… Come to think of it, I didn’t find what I was looking for at all,” I answered. “I still understand nothing about my life.” 
  “Tell us what happened.” Maddox pressed, not letting go. 
  When I gazed at them, it was difficult to tell them what was going on.  About me being a Witch, about the Demons I saw, Claudia, the dreams, and that I was now cursed with this mark on my chest.  “I lost myself for a while,” I decided to deceive them. “Home might be the best place right now until I get better. Plus, I want to be with you guys and maybe even revisit old roots here.” 
 “Smoke-up a little,” Maddox winked. “For old times’ sake.” 
  “I bought two quarters before coming here.” Phyla admitted. “Pharah is not aware of it though.” 
  “Yeah, sure,” I burst out laughing. “Your sister knows everything.” 
  “Sis doesn’t care about us getting blazed tonight,” Maddox nudged his elbow into my arm. “Come on… you wanna do it.” 
  “So much peer pressure.” I expressed in better spirits as my eyes brightened once again. “You know I’m on meds right.” 
  “The better the mix, right?” Phyla replied. “It’s not like we are gonna drink, warrior girl. You know you wanna let loose.” Her lips pecked my cheek and Maddox goofed around and bit the tip of my ear. 
  “Alright!” I jolted from them teasing me. “But keep your mouths to yourselves.” 
  “I can’t promise that,” Maddox confessed. “You know I have a teething issue.” He snapped his teeth next to my face.  “I still definitely have a biting problem.” 
  “We’re well aware…” Phyla and I declared while laughing. 
  “Okay! Ground rules,” Phyla announced in mock seriousness. “If we need to bite, don’t break the skin.  That’s the rule.” 
  “That’s not a rule,” I replied.  “We’re not allowing this.” 
  Phyla’s mouth gently bit into my shoulder, so it wouldn’t hurt. “See, pup… Play nice with our chew toy.” 
  “You two…” I thought about it and gave up. “Fine! If you want to bite, go ahead.” 
  “Yay.” Maddox bit my other shoulder. 
  “This is totally a love bite,” Phyla hugged me gentler than earlier without crushing my ribs. “We love you.” 
  “Yeah,” I murmured. “I wonder what Pharah would think of this so-called love.” 
  “Pharah can join too,” she had a bogus smile. “… Nah…” 
  Our alone time together ended as Pharah’s voice yelled in the distance.  “Time for dinner guys!” 
  “I guess that means everything is ready,” I was excited for dinner since they made all my favorites; roasted duck, baked with a side of potatoes, and caramelized carrots. My grandmother made her famous sauerkraut with chopped cabbage, barley, and chunks of bacon, simmered in beer and left to slow cook all day.  For dessert, my aunt made a crisp apple pie, which I could detect by smelling the baked crust from outside. I imagine it would be served with vanilla ice cream after the main meal with coffee. Just visualizing all the food made my stomach churn with hunger since I’d only had Claudia’s pancakes all day. 
  Phyla’s final call for supper motivated me and the gang to get back to the house as soon as possible. We hurried, huddled together into the house, and climbed the steps to the second floor.  We crossed through the open living room, which had tall glass windows, observing the front and side yard of the evergreen property. The sunlight beamed in, brightening the peach walls decorated with antique paintings of forests, city landscapes, and the sea. Around the corner, we met everyone in the dining area next to the bar and the extra kitchen. 
  My mother and father were at the far end of the long wooden table, draped with a crimson cloth, and all the plates and silverware set up on top. They organized the food dishes across the center with the duck as the primary attraction. My grandmother sat at the head of the dinner table in my grandfather’s chair as the family matriarch after his death two years ago.  My aunt with her blonde locks fixed in a bun, wore a casual white blouse, and was seated on the left side, next to my grandmother. A vacant seat was waiting for me across from her where I used to sit during the holiday feasts.  Pharah sat next to my aunt, her posture straight while watching me sit in the old wooden chair, which was solid as a rock against my tailbone. My face twisted, and Pharah snickered watching me.  When I shifted it closer to the table, Phyla sat next to me along with Maddox. 
 At the last minute before starting dinner, my uncle appeared, hauling in a case of beer. His blue eyes and dirty blonde hair caught my attention as he plopped the bulky pack on the bar counter. “Hey, looks like I made it back on time.” He also set a bag of wine bottles and Vodka next to the beer. “They had a good deal on wine at the liquor store.” 
  “Rainer… You didn’t have to get all that alcohol.” My mother wasn’t pleased to see all the bottles and she directed a stern glare towards him. 
  “You can’t have a welcome home party without the fun.” He lifted out the bottle of Vodka and snapped it open. “We can’t start our meal without a shot.” He grinned at me and my friends. “Phyla and Maddox, I hope you haven’t forgotten our household tradition, we always make a toast with this before dinner.” 
  “I always love this house for upholding such traditions.” Phyla stood up and reached into the overhead cabinets above the bar. She snagged a few shot glasses off the shelf and rowed them together on the counter for my uncle to pour. 
  Pharah nodded her head, and pressed a finger on her eyebrow, rubbing it roughly as if it bothered her. “Phyla… Kristen can’t have any.” 
  “She can have a tiny sip from mine,” Phyla answered while serving the drinks. “She’ll be fine.” 
  Pharah looked at me, keeping her face angled aside towards my parents.  I perceived what she meant by side-glancing me. It was like when we were in high school when she fretted about me abusing substances too much. “I probably shouldn’t have any,” I uttered. “But thank you for the nice gesture.” 
  “Ugh, you always let my sister’s glare sway you.” Phyla placed a glass in front of everyone else, except me. “It’s cool though.” She clutched my shoulder before sitting down. “We’ll drink for you instead.” 
  My uncle sat in the last empty seat next to Pharah. “And drink, we will.” He raised his shot glass. “Now we are all here, I have to confess… After hearing about what happened, I didn’t know what to think.   Life is strange.  It gives us blessings in the oddest times… Two weeks ago, we almost lost you to the old grim reaper himself…” He glanced directly at me.  “But you sit here today, with us, around this delicious meal, in the company of good friends, and family. Whatever happened down there in the south stays there.  You’re home now... To my niece… May good fortune bless her on the road to recovery and give her the strength to surpass her demons.” He looks around at the table. “We have all faced them, Kristen. At one point or another, we had to face similar circumstances. The important thing is you have us. Don’t forget that.” 
  “Here-here!” Phyla raised her glass. “I’ll drink to that. May good fortune bless you, my dear friend. I’ll chase that reaper to the ends of hell if it comes around again.” 
  I chuckled with my hand over my mouth. “Thank you everyone for coming.” I peered at Pharah, who remained cheerful even after her sister’s jokes. “Thank you also for this feast.  This I couldn’t imagine while coming back. A lot has happened since I left. All I can promise at this point is… I’ll do better. I’ll make things work here.  And—you’re right uncle. Things are much better around family and I should learn to lean on you guys more often.” 
  “I was very disappointed about the news,” my grandmother finally spoke with a grim frown to reinforce her words. “I didn’t raise my children to give up on life so easy. Didn’t I tell you, what my father always said to me… When the saddest emotions arise?” Everyone sat in silence and the mood was grim, and my mind blanked out, while looking at my grandmother’s emotionless face. Then it relaxed, and a side-grin formed as her eyes lightened. “You turn up the music and you sing.  Sing as loud as you can until your voice can’t sing anymore.” 
 My uncle exhaled once the mood lifted and everyone heaved a long sigh.  “Well, that means it’s time to turn up the music.” He strolled over to the stereo system and switched on the power to the speakers. 
  Music played all evening as we sat together at the table, eating, drinking, and talking about good memories.  Phyla and Maddox took more shots with my uncle, and everyone circled around the table, changing seats like musical chairs, talking to each other.  My parents ended up with my grandmother and aunt, and I followed Pharah behind the bar where we watched them from a distance.  She entangled her soft fingers through mine and leaned into me. “I would do the same,” she confessed. 
  “Do what…,” I asked not knowing what she meant. 
  “I’ll chase the reaper to the ends of hell alongside my sister if it comes for you again.” She kissed my cheek.   “My sister is compelling when it comes to having fun. She and I love you very much.”  Her hand released mine. “Please try not to be too mischievous tonight.” 
  After dinner and dessert, Pharah stayed with my family inside, and helped clean up for the evening. Meanwhile Phyla, Maddox, and I snuck off to the cabin in the front yard.  It was pitch-black outside, and a full moon rose high in the starlit sky.  We weren’t near the city, so blackness enveloped the sky with bright stars, displaying the universe above us.  Even the fireflies were awake, flickering over the lawn as I stood on the porch, admiring the beauty of the night. 
  “Are you coming?” Phyla spoke from the inside. 
  Maddox had lit the old oil lamp with a wooden match from a box he found on the windowsill. The settled floorboards cracked under me when I walked in.  I looked at the window on the left wall and noticed the glass so clean we could view the yard of sparkling lights. “This looks like it was cleaned recently,” I said while glancing around once more. Then I realized the floor had no dust or cobwebs on the shelves where the small kitchen used to be. 
  “I hope everyone appreciates the clean space,” Maddox announced. “I knew we would eventually end up here after everything. So, I took it upon myself to do housework.” 
  “Good job, pup.” Phyla slapped him hard on the back. “Do you wanna lick my ass clean too while you’re at it?” 
  “You’re such an ass, sis,” his voice became high pitched like before. 
  “You love me as an ass,” Phyla sat on the floorboards and pulled out a plastic bag with herbs inside. “Does my pup want a treat for all his hard work?” She waved the bag above her head. 
  Maddox snatched it. “You’re so demeaning.” He sat down next to her, pulling out a piped-sized glass bowl from his pocket and its color was unusual the moment I saw it. 
  “Really, Maddox?” I gawked at him and busted-out laughing. “Rainbow colored. Did they not sell any other color wherever you bought that thing?” 
  He frowned, giving me the evil eye. “You don’t have a soul.” Maddox added a little of the batch into the bowl and lit another match from the matchbox and set fire to the herb. He huffed a few times to get it started and one long inhale and then swallowed the smoke before exhaling a cloud above us. “Oh man… this is some good shit, sis.” He groaned in delight and handed it to Phyla, who did the same. 
  We passed around the pipe for almost a half hour until the effects kicked-in and we were baked inside the cabin.  Even the air we breathed hazed over the entire space with the smoke we created. Phyla rested her back against the wall all relaxed and staring at the ceiling for no reason like always when the high set in.  Maddox moved himself below the windowsill, nodding his head up and down as if his neck was too loose to keep upright. 
 “So, Phyla… What’s going on with you?” I asked. “Are you still with Jake?” 
  “Yeah,” Phyla giggled. “We have a daughter now.” 
  “What?” The mere shock completely ruined my high. “When did this happen?” 
  “Last year,” she answered. “She turned a year-old last week.” 
  “WTF… And why didn’t I hear about this?” I couldn’t imagine Phyla being a mother or settled in a relationship, given how free spirited she was in high school. She definitely took pleasure in flirting around town with anyone who caught her interest. “OMG! Congrats!” 
  “It’s cool,” She replied. “I haven’t really shared it with others though. Just Maddox and my sister for now.” 
  “Did you get married…?” 
  “No,” she answered with her left brow raised. “Oh, my lord—you know perfectly well I don’t believe in marriage. Besides, my job doesn’t allow me to have a life for too long. Jake and I had already been on and off since high school. I can’t do that to him… With how unstable my life is… It’s hard enough my daughter won’t see me often. He even joined the police academy.” She changed the subject. “He wants to support and give our lil’girl a good life, even though I told him I’ll take care of everything.” 
  “So, it’s a girl.” I was suddenly happy. “What’s her name? And when am I gonna see my future goddaughter? I am gonna be her godmother, just so we’re clear.” 
  “Yeah-yeah… I have no problem with that. You just have to convince Pharah to give up her title. Right Maddox?” 
  “I’m staying far away from that battle.” He nodded his head, trying to make it seem like it’s a lost cause. 
  “But anyway, I named her Wren,” Phyla answered.  “After my grandmother.” 
  “That’s a beautiful name. I’m sure she’s beautiful and has your attitude.” 
  “You bet your damn ass she does,” she finally cracked a wide smile. “I love my little pup.” 
  “I still can’t believe you ended up with Jake.” I chuckled, thinking about all the men and girls she used to hook-up with and date. “Jake was your first hook-up in school, right?” 
  “Ugh… I don’t remember my first.” she confessed. “Oh, the ninth heavens, I’m such a slut!” 
  Maddox busted out laughing. “Damn yeah you are.” 
  “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that, pup. I might just make you a stray again.” Phyla gave an evil glare and then looked directly at me. “Since we brought up the subject, who was the first woman you hooked-up with—Daisy Connelly?” 
  “No,” I answered. 
  “Girl… I remember when she asked you out. Come on…” Phyla sat up straight. 
  “She wasn’t my first though,” I answered, trying not to meet her gaze. 
  “I remember every girl you dated in high school. It had to be Daisy. If not… who else then?” 
  “Ugh...!” I wanted to avoid the subject. 
  “Oh, I know that look!” she urged me to talk. “Out with it.” 
  “Daisy wasn’t the first girl,” I hesitated to answer. “It was Pharah.” 
  Maddox dropped his jaw in silence. 
  “My sister…” Phyla’s eyes widened. 
  Maddox laughed again, but louder than before. “Pharah and Kristen all kissy-face.” 
  “Are you F’ing serious? You had sex with my sister?” She became even more in shock. “… And why wasn’t I told about this?” 
  “Ha-ha, Kristen gave sis the Vagitarian special.” Maddox kept joking even though I was giving him the evil glare to stop talking. 
  “No wonder she was always so touchy feely with you back then.” Phyla leaned back into the wall again. “Shit… I can’t believe I didn’t catch it. You and Pharah… How did it happen?” 
  “Share the vivid details,” Maddox egged on. “Every juicy detail.” 
 “Sheesh, who would have thought my sister got down and dirty once in a while?” Phyla looked more alive hearing my revelation.  “This is news to me.” 
  “Ok… But you can’t joke around with her about this,” I stated. “It was hard enough we didn’t work out.” 
  “Really?” Phyla became serious. “I had no clue you two became an actual thing.” 
  “She was there for me in a way that made me feel secure about myself. I had a huge crush on her, junior year.  We all know Pharah… She figured out how I felt without me actually confessing to her.  At the time, she was ok with us dating in secrecy.  Well… At least until we thought it was ok to say something.” 
  “You two dated,” She sat back up. 
  “Yep,” I answered. “I took her on my dirt-bike, and we rode to the next town to spend time together.” 
  “Oh, how romantic,” Maddox added. “Sis holding you tight, riding off under a starlit sky, only each other to embrace until dawn.” 
  “Shut-up Maddox,” Phyla suddenly became agitated and had a certain serious look in her eyes I hadn’t seen before. 
  “Are you jealous?” I asked, calling out her reaction. 
  “Just keep telling me what happened.” Her face became enraged, yet she kept herself composed against the wall, laying her arm on her knee, waiting for me to say more. 
  “It was the night of the winter formal. That’s when we made love for the first time. You were busy with Jake and Maddox was plowing Marsha Stevens on the football field. It was easy for her and me to slip away unnoticed. We hopped on my bike and came back here. I had blankets ready and everything, and some candles. It was special. She was so sweet that night. Whatever you may think about Pharah, but OMG what we had. I can’t ever forget.” 
  “What happened after that?” Phyla asked with sad eyes instead of displaying anger. 
  “I don’t know… I honestly thought she and I would become official. But, a week later, she suggested we should break-up. It made little sense though.... She looked pained by it as if it wasn’t something she genuinely wanted.” 
  Phyla exhaled. “Oh Pharah… My poor sister has too big-of-a-heart,” she voiced, but not directed towards anyone. “Kristen, she most likely did it for the best, even though it must have hurt you both. I’m glad you could remain friends with her afterward.” 
  “Yeah, it hurt,” I replied. “But I still love her as a friend, regardless. It would’ve been the same with you, Phyla. I would never cut ties because of a quick fling.” 
  “Oh… Our fling would be epic,” Phyla had a look in her eyes as she crawled towards me. I gasped, not knowing what was going on until she grabbed my thighs and lifted me towards her waist. Then with a strong tug, she wrapped my legs around her and slammed my back on the floor, and her hands gripped my back in an aggressive embrace as if she wanted to take me then and there. 
  I heard Maddox exhale at the sight of us. Although, I didn’t expect Phyla to go far in front of him as we stared deep at each other. Her face moved closer to mine, almost kissing me. Until she avoided my lips entirely and instead grazed her mouth down my neck and slightly nipped the skin as if it was only a mere tease to turn me on. I couldn’t tell if it was a game or if she was serious. Either way, I shivered in the heat of her passion, noticing that she acted so familiar with my body.  Her hand caressed the left side of my neck where I was most sensitive.  My hand even grabbed the back of her neck as her lips moved down over the wound on my chest. She kissed on top of it and my heart throbbed hard enough to explode if she kept going. I wanted her.  That feeling of being dominated, it was intense and even though she was my best friend, it didn’t seem awkward at all. 
 “Did my sister handle you this way?” Phyla stopped what she was doing and ended it all. 
  The jealousy was more than obvious when she finally looked at me with sincerity. “Phyla... I’m sorry,” I suddenly apologized without thinking. I realized maybe she wanted me in the same way, even though she never expressed interest before until now. “I never knew.” 
  She sighed and laid her forehead on mine. “It’s cool.” She answered. “I’m glad my sister was your first. She knows how to show her heart more than I.” 
  “You’re very intense,” I meant it as a compliment. “It’s what I love about you.” 
  “What about me?” Maddox pouted.  “Does anyone love me?” 
  “No,” Phyla grinned at him, not being serious. “Get over it, pup.” 
  I snorted. “Get over here.” 
  Phyla moved onto my left side and Maddox laid on the right, laying his head on my shoulder. The ceiling didn’t seem so boring to look upon, with them cuddled next to me as the high relaxed us to the point of falling asleep.  I heard their breaths in the darkness until all of a sudden, my abdomen throbbed, and a slight wind brush over my body. My eyes opened, and the shadow of wings formed on the ceiling.  I sat up to the noise of a swift flap.  When I glanced at Phyla and Maddox, they were passed out on the floor. Then I turned around and saw the white-gray owl, perched on the windowsill.  Its blue eyes glowed, staring directly at me. 
  Follow the owl… 
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 CHAPTER 6 
 
 Kingdom of the Harpys 
    
 
WAS I DREAMING AGAIN? The roaring night winds shifted to something I couldn’t even imagine, waking up to the Owl, staring in silence. Its piercing eyes stared into mine, giving me chills even though there was no sign of a threat. 
  Outside, the winds raged, causing the wooden boards to clap against each other fiercely. Then the cabin door swung open, and its rusted hinges squeaked as it revealed the darkness deeper than the night sky before my eyes. A roar echoed within the black vortex, swirling like a whirlwind where the force drew me closer.  Suddenly, there was a splashing noise and the essence of salt in the air, much like the smell of the sea. I didn’t see it, but I smelled it and immediately my anxiety ceased. 
  I stepped into the vortex, being sucked in and tugged about.  Then all of a sudden, the blackness dissolved, and I appeared in a colossal chamber with a tall circular dome ceiling, illustrated with a painted mural.   The image was of angel-like women with crimson black wings, carrying armor of assorted colors. I distinguished red and gold among the warrior women, bearing swords, spears, and axes.  However, in the center, the warriors rallied around two women, wearing black, guarded by three terrifying hounds with flaming eyes, and blackish-gray fur. 
  I gazed at the black marble floor, there were golden lines embedded into the surface of three shapes, forming a mysterious symbol. One appeared familiar I’d studied Egyptian mythology; so, I knew it was the eye of Horus on top. Below it, in the center, was a circle with a triangle and a line marked across the tip, like an unfinished pentacle.  The bottom part of the design almost appeared like a chalice, holding everything up, with a trident, pointing downward. 
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  The chamber was lit with pedestals of flaming torches, mounted along the walls.  It was bright enough for me to explore around. Then I realized the walls were dyed red with gold friezes, and black-marbled statues of nude women decorated the area. Their massive wings advancing up the sides; the tips of the feathers, touching the ceiling.   
  Where am I? 
  I heard the ocean clearer than before, and I noticed a wide balcony.  The walls ended at an opening where I viewed the clear blue sky.  I stepped closer to the rails and watched the ocean, plunging down towards the rocks below.  When I peered closer along the sidewalls outside, I realized someone had built a room within a mountainous cliff-side.  The surfaces were mostly rocks, and the waves crashed up, splashing sprinkles of water on my face.  It felt refreshing against my skin and the gust of the surf looked so real, as if this wasn’t a dream. 
  I spun back around to the sound of flailing wings. However, the chamber was empty as my legs guided me back inside.  The strange noise echoed above, yet I didn’t find a single bird while examining the dome ceiling. “Show yourself!” I commanded. “You brought me here… What do you want?” My voice reverberated, bouncing off the walls. 
  Suddenly, I heard heels in the shadowy corridor across the far side of the room.  My eyes soon grew accustomed to a dark figure, strolling towards the chamber.   Her body took shape, stepping out of the dark in a lengthy, low-cut, black dress.  The swing of her hips added confidence to her strides. The look in her deep hazel eyes appeared relaxed as if I wasn’t a trespasser in her home. It almost looked like she knew who I was the way her facial expression exhibited no signs I was unwelcome.  Although, as I continued to watch her approach me, she seemed familiar. The woman in the hospital had the same seductive features and alluring dark hair with the same long silky waves. 
  Her beauty was beyond compare, yet the dark aura that surrounded her gave me goosebumps.  The black heels she wore made her taller when she stopped a foot away from me.  Her presence dominated my mind, looking down at me. No words came out from my quivering lips as I stared, transfixed by her glaring eyes.  She didn’t say a word either as her hand reached for my face and caressed it.   The mere soft touch created a swell of sadness in my chest until a single tear fell from my eye.  She caught the drop with her finger and wiped it away. 
  A strange feeling washed over me when I sensed another presence nearby. There was a bitter scent of cinder floating into the chamber. I glanced back at the dark corridor and saw something else waiting in the shadows.  Its red eyes peered out; and I listened to its heavy breathing in the darkness. The sound of it was like a beast I had never encountered before, yet it didn’t frighten me.  I watched its figure take shape into a wolf-like creature, large and muscular as it strolled out of the darkness.  The snout and head were big enough to chomp my head off in one bite.  Its legs long enough to catch me in a second if I tried to run. Even its paws were as large as my head.  I only imagined the size of its claws and how it could shred through flesh like butter if anyone would dare to provoke it.  The creature kept its eyes on me as it followed the wall and circled the room. 
  The woman’s hands guided my face to meet hers once again.  Her eyes appeared sadder than before as her velvet lips kissed my forehead. She showed affection by holding me in her slender arms in a warm embrace. Although, I did not understand why.  I didn’t recognize the woman nor the castle-like room. However, it didn’t bother me at all to stand with her. It was familiar as if she were family, and it reminded me of the same warmth my grandmother would give when she’d comforted me in long hugs. 
 “It’s okay child,” the woman finally spoke. “You are safe here with me. My daughter is unaware of your presence.” Her squeeze became firm. “I only wanted to see you. Just for a little while.”  She struggled to let go of me as if she wanted to keep holding me and her hand grazed over my chest where the wound was. “Soon…” 
  I didn’t understand what she meant by that final word before the owl hooted on the balcony rail.    My eyes found the creature, and the woman nudged me forward. Its eyes stared at me as I stepped closer to it. 
  Suddenly, the wings flapped, and it lifted off into a swirling ball of light until it flashed; and what was once a bird, turned into an old short woman with stubby fat legs.  She hobbled on a cane with her hair white as snow, curled in a nappy mess. She had one eyelid that appeared sealed shut while the other was wide open enough to glow the same blue as her owl form.  Her face was difficult to glance at with the black moles on her nose and chin.  Her cheeks were lumpy like craters, with blemishes. The clothes she wore was a raggedy old red dress with a belt around her bulging belly.  Even her upper body appeared misshaped with one breast bigger than the other.  She glared passed me, meant for the woman in black, who continued to stand there, watching us. 
  The old woman banged her cane twice on the floor and that action made the youthful woman snap her finger towards the hound, which was still circling around the chamber.  She turned away and slinked back to the dark hallway, the protective hound followed close behind. Then they both faded in the distance before disappearing from my sight completely. 
  “We are finally alone, youngling of the tempest.” She spoke once we were alone, my attention immediately drawn her deep crackling voice. 
  “A strong wind rages in your heart… It grows wild like a whirlwind of all the emotions you have neglected and feared. Because of your blindness, the darkness has cursed you.” The old hag points at my chest. 
  “You know something about this…” 
  “Ooh, my dear!” Her tone was cold as ice, and her eye emotionless. “I’ve seen all, and I know all.  That mark is your end and there is no escape now.” 
  “Tell me what’s going on!” My voice carried anger and fear as I tried to remain composed. “No one can give me a straight answer.” 
  “My dear, you must find the answers on your own. I’ve seen the longing in your soul. All this time you’ve felt out of place as if your identity is not your own. You walk among men, yet your mind wanders elsewhere, searching for the truth to your existence, am I right…?” 
  I remained silent. 
  “Do you wish to seek the memories lost in time?” 
  “What memories…? What are you talking about…?” 
  “The images in your dreams, my dear.  Those feelings of sorrow and hate, they have a story to tell about you. Regardless of how you feel, there’s an answer for all. When you connect to who you are there’s always a clear answer.... However, there’s a journey you have to make. I’m only here to teach what I know and guide you, if this is the path you seek.” She walked towards me, gazing into my confused eyes. “I’ll only forewarn you this once. If this is what you want, there is no turning back.” 
  The mark throbbed. “I believe it’s already too late,” I answered, not heeding her words. “If this is a curse no one can undo... Well—what’s the point of having a normal life? If that’s the case, then all that’s left now is the truth. I at least deserve to know what’s happening. Since you’re my guide—let us begin.” 
  The old woman laughed hysterically at my response, her voice reverberated loudly around us. “Very well, my dear,” she answered, her belly jiggling from chuckling too hard. “I can see why you’re desired by that scornful creature.” 
 “Who?” I cocked my head, puzzled by what she just said. 
  “The woman who gave you this mark,” She answered while laying her hand over my wound. “I’ll tell you this—she is relentless beyond what you could ever imagine in a woman cursed by the darkness.  You both are the same.  She too had a heart purer than the moon and sun. Betrayal created a wound too deep to heal. Love turned to bitterness and hate. That’s when it changes who you are. She lost every fiber of herself to the black abyss, and if you’re not careful, it will take its hold on you too.” 
  “Well… I’ll just have to be mindful then,” I answered, still not understanding what it all meant.  They talked about the darkness as if it were an entity or a virus.  It was difficult to even fathom her words and this serene setting was something I could only imagine in a dream. “Can you answer me one question?” 
  “What may it be, young one?” the old hag walked back over to the balcony. 
  “Where are we...?” 
  “My dear,” she said while turning to glance at me one more time. “This is the kingdom of the Harpys.” 
  In her final words, her body twirled into a ball of light and transformed back into the owl once again. Right after her change, my vision brightened to where there was only white light around me. The warmth of it was invigorating to my body and in the blink of an eye, I was back in the cabin, gazing at the ceiling. 
  The sunlight gleamed in through the window, showing it was already morning. Phyla was sleeping on her side and Maddox was on his back next to me, snoring. Suddenly, the door opened; and I saw legs step inside. 
  Pharah peered down over me with her usual welcoming smile. “I can’t believe you three slept out here all night.” 
  Phyla groaned and woke up. “Ugh, Pharah… Keep your voice down.” 
  Maddox awoke as well and forced himself to sit up. “Dang—it’s morning already? 
  “You three must have really hit it hard last night,” Pharah stated. “I had to convince your family you were fine with my pot-head of a sister. Maddox, we have to get going, Phyla… Jake called earlier. He’s wondering when you’re coming home. Wren is crying a lot without you.” 
  “Shit!” Phyla grunted again, jumping to her feet. “My little pup.” She looked at me. “Sorry girl, I gotta get going.” 
  “It’s cool,” I stood up with everyone else. “When can I meet the new tiny version of you?” 
  “Real soon, girl.  I’ll text you.” She gave me one last hug before racing out of the cabin. 
  Pharah’s phone beeped, and she looked at the screen. “Just a second.” She walked outside, making a call. “Hey, Stella—what’s going on? … Ah, I see… I’ll be home shortly. Okay-okay — just keep them fed until Maddox and I get back… Thank you.” 
  I witnessed Pharah’s face flush after hanging up the phone. “Who was that?” 
  “Um… Stella is a new addition to all the foster kids I look after. She has been helpful with the others,” she answered. “Unfortunately, she’s almost eighteen. She’ll be going off on her own real soon since her birthday is this week.” 
  “You sound sad about it,” I noticed the subtle shift in tone when she mentioned it. “Isn’t that a good thing?  That girl can make a new life for herself.” 
  “You’re right,” Pharah agreed. “I’ve enjoyed her company too much I guess. She’s a feisty young lady, but I know she cares a lot, and she’s always sincere, helping me with the others. Unlike Maddox, who gets everyone riled up.” 
  “Hey,” Maddox raised his voice. “Those kids deserve to have fun. Not everyone can be like Stella; strict and bossy.” He hugged me. “I gotta go too. The wild calls and I gotta go do wolf-like stuff and be crazy and shit.” 
 “Yeah, you go do that,” I answered. “I’ll be here for a while if you guys wanna visit…” 
  “We will,” Pharah answered, embracing me. “Take care of yourself. Call me if you need anything.” 
  “I will.”  She kissed me on the cheek and her and Maddox left together. 
  Only I stayed behind on the stoop of the cabin, gazing out on the field. The mist rose from the grass and covered the lawn with a cool sensation. It gave a sense of freshness only the countryside could give, unlike the city.  Home was the place to be, while this forsaken curse spread its roots throughout my soul.  If the old hag was telling the truth, my journey now begins and there’s no turning back. 
  The darkness awaits… 
 
 CHAPTER 7 
 
 A Witch’s Familiar 
    
 
 FROM THE DARKNESS TO THE MORNING LIGHT, the front lawn was like another mysterious world to my wandering thoughts.  The bushes and a line of trees along the driveway had bloomed lilacs and raspberries for the summer. I recalled the times of my early childhood, eating them after long afternoons in the back forest, pretending to be a woodland warrior, living off the land. 
  While daydreaming about my past, I drifted along the border, plucking the berries, one by one. Each one I devoured, reminiscent of my youth. They were ripe with juices that covered my fingers and lips, much sweeter than store bought fruit. Everything that grew on this entire property always had a serene bloom, becoming larger than normal, and had a healthier life span. However, the berries were not enough to suffice the hunger churning in my stomach as loud as the birds chirping in the trees. It was breakfast time, and I needed to head inside.  As I walked back towards the house, I wandered passed the shack and glanced at it once more, remembering the vivid dream of the owl and the grand hall, and the Witch who revealed it as the kingdom of the Harpys. 
  Harpys… 
  “Aren’t they a part of many stories in Greek mythology?  Women who are part birds.  However, the woman I met didn’t look hideous like on the internet.” I spoke so the nature around could heed my worry. “Hm…” 
  When I made it up the front porch and to the door, someone had left it unlocked.  The sturdy wooden door was wedged too tight in between the frame so it took the full pressure of my side to thrust it open enough to slip by. The first thing I noticed while stepping inside was a gentle smoke of bacon and a hint of coffee from the maker brewing. It was a welcoming aroma after a long evening out.  As I slammed the door shut once again and pushed it into the doorframe that scraped from the metal latches clanging together. 
  After making certain the door was sealed and locked, I made my way down the short flight of stairs into the dimmed hallway.  The trail of delicious aromas led me into the kitchen where my grandmother and mother were sitting at the old farm table, sipping from mugs steaming with the brewed coffee. I walked passed the round counter. They glanced at each other and then at me as I walked by. “Good morning!” I went into the kitchen. 
  “Good morning, Kris.” my mother addressed me first and then my grandmother. “How did you sleep?” Her eyebrow lifted. “You and your friends slept out in the shack all night. Did Phyla and everyone leave already?” 
  “Yes,” I answered while sitting in a vacant chair across from them. “They rushed out this morning, back to their lives.” 
  “Oh… That’s too bad,” my grandmother replied. “I thawed out the extra packs of bacon from the icebox, expecting them to at least stay for breakfast.” 
  “Sorry, grandma,” I apologized, knowing it had to get cooked or it would spoil. “Phyla had to rush home to her daughter. Did you both know she had a baby last year?” 
  “No, we didn’t,” my mother answered. “That’s wonderful—I’m sure she’s happy taking on the challenge of motherhood. I assume Pharah and Maddox left as well?” 
  “Yeah,” I explained. “She’s been busy, fostering a lot of kids. I’m not surprised though—she has a kind heart, unlike some.” 
  “I assumed you three behaved last night,” my mother abruptly changed the subject, her brow furrowed. 
  “Yes—yes,” I answered. “Nothing illegal.” 
  “I see you still have your sense of humor,” my grandmother spoke. 
  “We camped out and talked. That’s pretty much it.” 
  “Even so, I hope you had a good night,” my grandmother added. “You were looking too depressed at the dinner table.” 
  “Oh, we had fun,” I avoided going into detail. “But anyway, mom—are you and dad heading back to Newark today?” 
  “Yes, sweetie… I have work tomorrow and your father has his business to get back too.  He already canceled on two student drivers this week, so we could get you settled.” 
   “Oh—ok,” I responded in disappointment, thinking they would not leave so soon. “I might ride down in a few days. Maybe check-out the neighborhood.” 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie… We only leased a one-bedroom apartment.” She had a look of concern and guilt written on her face. “Are you sure you’re gonna be okay here?” 
   “It’s fine,” I reassured her. “I missed the old family home, anyway. Besides, the city is way too loud right now. The peace and quiet will help me get used to the change.” 
   “You should give Charlotte a call,” my grandmother interrupted, changing the topic. “She’s looking for someone to watch her boys for some weekend evenings.” 
   “Stephen and Eddie?” I asked. “Oh-man, I haven’t seen them since they were yea-high.” I lowered the palm of my hand about two feet above the floor. “They gotta be grown by now.” 
   “Charlotte trusts you with them. She’ll be happy to know you’re back.” 
   “They don’t know, right…?” 
   “No… I think it will do you good babysitting a couple of rambunctious boys.” My mother suggested. “Just until you are rested to hold out another retail job. Mother and I figured since you loved it so much, it would be for the best.” 
  The room fell silent as they waited for me to answer. “Ok, ok—I’ll call Charlotte after I get settled. The babysitting thing, I’ll only do it until I’m used to all the medication and therapy. Afterward, it’s back to looking for a real job and enrolling into a school somewhere in one of the state colleges around here.” 
  “One step at a time, ok,” my mother reacted with concern. “We’ll figure that out later, when you’re better. Afterward, we can look at colleges and see about getting your credits transferred.” 
  “I’m pretty sure most won’t transfer,” I sighed in discontent. “What a waste!” 
   “It’s okay, sweetie,” my mother reassured me. “We just have to wait and see.” 
   “Yes, mom,” I tried to fake a smile. “I’ll try not to think about it.” 
   “Good girl,” my grandmother smiled. 
  I stood up and went over to the coffeemaker on the counter. I grabbed a mug and poured a cup full; black with only raw sugar, just how I like it. I stirred and sipped with my butt leaning against the counter. Eyes closed, I exhaled in bliss as the warm bitter liquid slid down my throat and warmed my insides. The pit-patter of footsteps made me alert again as a tiny black-furred pooch trotted in from the hallway. When I gazed closer, it had a long-stretched body like a hotdog. I set my coffee mug down and squatted to get a closer look. 
  “Who are you?” It wagged it’s whole behind and darted between my legs, sniffing and licking me. I tried petting her as she twisted and turned, obviously liking the attention. “Oh, my word, you are so adorable!” I realized it was a girl since she lacked certain appendages and I glanced up at my mom who seemed quite pleased. “Is this your new dog?” 
  “No,” she responded with a wide grin. “She’s your dog now.” 
   “What?” I shrieked in excitement while picking up the squirmy furball. 
   “For some odd reason, we found this little girl wandering around the apartment complex last week. Your father and I asked around, but no one had seen her before. She seemed thrilled to be in our care though.” 
  “Are you happy to be a part of our nutty family?” I asked the dog in a mischievous tone and it barked twice as an answer. 
   “It’s strange though… How she got into the building in the first place is a mystery. She didn’t seem scared at all.  It didn’t look like she was malnourished or mistreated. It was like she was waiting there for me to find her.” 
  “Mom,” I frowned. “Do you know how silly you sound? Doggies don’t just show up out of nowhere, right?” I said to the dog, panting in my arms. She barked once again, twice. “Huh… You seem pretty smart for a lost pup. Does she have a name yet?” 
   “Nope,” my mother answered. “Your grandmother has been calling her ‘Rat’ this whole time. It’s solely up to you, sweetie. It’s your dog now.” 
   “Hmm… What should I call you?” She glanced up where I could see her dark eyes. “Casey…” I suddenly uttered without thinking.” 
   “What did you call her?” my mother asked. 
   “Casey!” I answered clearer. “Her name is Casey.” 
  “How did you come up with that name?” mother asked. “I was gonna call her Beatrice if you didn’t produce a name for her. She looks like a Beatrice.” 
   “No… She’s definitely a Casey, for sure,” I retorted. “I don’t know… The name just popped in my head.” 
   “Interesting,” my grandmother added. “Then Casey it shall be… Welcome to the family.” 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  The rest of the morning we had breakfast together and talked until it was time for my parents to leave.  They wanted to beat rush-hour heading back to Newark, and they left me behind in my grandmother’s care until they sorted their living situation. Until then, I had to live in the corner bedroom that faced the front of the house. 
  Casey followed me upstairs, hopping like a bunny on her stubby little legs.  We walked together along the long hallway with peach painted walls and more paintings of the outside property my aunt painted. All the way to the end, going towards the wall-sized vanity mirror, my room was the last door on the left.  Casey and I entered the bedroom. The walls were painted white and the windows retouched-up and cleaner than I last remembered.  This was the very room my mother and father slept in when I was a baby.  It looked different now, though. Now there’s just a queen bed and they had it moved away from the closet. The old dresser with a vanity mirror replaced its spot.  By the door was where my crib used to be, my grandfather has long since used it for firewood. Someone broke it and it was unsafe to use for my younger cousins anyway. Someone replaced even the cracked glass on the right window with a new one.  However, the old clock was still there above the window, its hands no longer moving after the battery died some years ago. 
  The closet from my babyhood, the one once covered with a sheet had a brand-new door installed. They filled it with my clothes from what my mother and grandmother unpacked. I didn’t own much living in Virginia, but it was my own things.  In the back of the closet I found an unopened box, still sealed with tape. I lifted it up and realized it was heavy. 
   “Casey—looks like they packed my books too.” I carried the box out into the light and laid it on the carpet. “Shit…” I patted down my pockets. “Where’s my knife?” When I glanced over at the dresser, I saw my motorcycle keys on top with my lotions and toiletries.  I reached over and grabbed ahold of the keys and used it to cut the clear tape around the box. When I pried open the cardboard, sure enough it was my books on spiritualism, gods and goddesses, wiccan, and witchcraft.  Even my zipped bags of herbs were in the box, which I labeled, lavender, jasmine, belladonna, and a sage stick. 
  I opened the bag with the sage.  “What ‘d you think, Casey, should I cleanse the room?”  She barked twice.  I lifted out some books and stacked them on the carpet with the bags of herb and a wooden box. 
  Inside the box I found my lighter. “All right, girl. Do you wanna wait outside while I do this? It’s gonna be smelly.” She sat her behind on the carpet and didn’t move. “Ok. I need perfect silence and no barking.”  I closed the bedroom door and locked it. Then while standing at the door, I lit the end of the stick with the flame of the lighter.  The sage burned and caught on fire.  As soon as it did, I blew it out. In doing so, smoke formed, and it had a bitter-sweet aroma.  I waved it around in a circular motion, starting at the ceiling and moved down to the walls while walking around the room.  Every corner the smoke reached, and I recited, “cleanse this space.  No evil may enter.” 
  While purifying the room, Casey sat in silence, following me with her eyes. It seemed strange for a dog to sit so still and not act bothered by the burning incense. I didn’t even have the windows open, so the aroma was strong, but she remained, watching my every move. 
  Once the entire room became enveloped in sage, I found a copper bowl with a lid on my nightstand. “This will do.” I lifted off the lid and placed the stick inside, leaving the lid off for the rest of the burning ash to extinguish. It would take a while, so I pried open the windows. Each one was difficult to slide up along the track.  It squeaked and creaked as I put my back into pushing it all the way open. “Damn-hell.” I rotated my shoulders to stretch out the ache in my shoulder-blades and arms. “Sheesh… My grandmother really needs to replace these…  Not just slap-on a new coat of paint and glass and say it looks new.” 
   A breeze flowed in, dulling out the burning sage in the room. “Umm…” I exhaled and breathed in the fresh air. “That’s so much better. I glanced down to look at Casey, but she moved beside the cardboard box and was on her hind-legs with her front paws on the edge.  Her nose and head peeked inside, sniffing and whimpering. “Casey!” I rushed over to her. “What are you doing?” She looked as if she was ready to fall into the box since it was heavier than her with all the books still piled together on the bottom. “Hey...” I lifted her away and laid her on my lap. “What-you lookin’ for, girl? There’re no treats or toys in here. Only books and tools from when I used to practice Wicca.” 
   Casey kept whimpering, wanting to get away, and pointing her nose towards the box. “Ok-ok… I’ll show you what’s in here.” I reached my hand in and felt the rest of the books and a velvet fabric against my fingertips. “Hmm… Maybe you’re smelling this.” I pulled out a black suede pouch, tied at the top with a string. It still had the scent of lavender and chamomile, even though it had sat for two weeks inside the box. “It smells good, doesn’t it?” She sniffed the pouch as I loosened the string. “I’m surprised… Certain herbs lose their scent after a while.” The contents collided together in the palm of my hand as I poured it out to show her. Crystals of pink, turquoise, white and green laid in my hand as I held it near her nose. “See… No treats… Just quartz and crystals.  You eat one of these and you will definitely have a tough time pooping.” 
  Suddenly, she snatched a white quartz from the batch and scurried off my lap. “Casey!” I yelled, reaching across the floor to catch her.  I grasped her hind legs, but she slipped through my fingers, dashing to the corner of the room by the bedroom door. “Don’t you dare—Drop that right now!” 
   Casey glanced back at me and then abruptly dropped the crystal, it plopped on the floorboard.  I laid there and watched as she slid it against the trim until it wedged into the corner. “What are you doing?” I became bewildered by what just happened. Then I realized. “A barrier…” She twirled around and sat, staring at me, not whimpering anymore. “A barrier of protection… but how did you…?” Casey remained silent staring at me, cocking her head and her ears perked up. “Nah… There’s no way… How would you know about something like…?” I forced myself up. “You’re just a dog.” I walked over to the next corner by the closet. “It’s not a bad idea though. Thank you for reminding me. I might actually sleep better tonight knowing something won’t haunt me as I dream.” My eyes glared into the dark closet, recalling the fear of the shadows’ glowing eyes. It’s presence in my memory etched deep into my subconscious, ‘I will never have a mundane life.’ 
  “You know, Casey, I have a lot of history inside this house. My parents stayed with me in this room until my grandfather finished building a house on top of the hill.” 
 I ventured over to the corner and hoisted her in my arm before strolling across the room. We stood by the window once again both gazed out to the thick line of trees to the right of the yard. “Through those trees, there’s a street of houses my grandfather built. He built most of the buildings in this town. That’s how deep our roots are around here. Everyone knows my family—well at least the ones who had lived here forever. Every day…  It was peaceful… Never had to worry much about the outside world. I was in this front yard all the time, picking pears in season from that tree over there for my grandmother so she could make wine.” 
  I laughed remembering an almost forgotten memory. “One time the fermenter or the blooper, my mom called it, rumbled and exploded in the kitchen up here. The whole house shook, and the explosion expanded all the way back in the car graveyard. Damn, I came running back here like a bat-outta-hell, hoping it hurt no one.  Fortunate enough, everyone was fine.  Just a hell-of-a mess to clean up afterwards. It took a week to clean everything and repaint the walls.” I laughed. “I’m gonna take you out into the field later to play, so you can experience this place as your new home.  Every animal we’ve had here was always happy and fat. And believe me, we used to have quite a few animals.  Horses, swans, geese, chickens, pigs, dogs, cats, goats… I don’t remember all of them, but the point is you will be happy here too. Hopefully, I’ll find happiness once again in my life.  Even though…” I patted over where the wound was on my chest. “It might not last.” 
  Casey whimpered and stared at me with sad eyes. “I have quite a bit going on girl. Things you wouldn’t understand since you’re a dog and all. I can’t believe I’m talking to you right now. But then again, I’m alone here. All my friends have their lives. My parents have theirs.” I sighed while setting Casey on the bed and sinking back onto the firm mattress. “I’m tired…” The sun was moving into the middle of the sky as I glanced back at the window. “It’s almost noon. I should at least stay awake.” Casey hopped on my chest and laid next to my face. “Yoho—I’m not a pillow.” 
  Then my uncle’s voice called out to me in the silent background. “Kris…”  I sat up and Casey moved off. “Kris…” My uncle yelled again.  His voice was coming from outside, so I rolled off the mattress and went to the window. There he was below, looking straight up at me. “Wanna help gather some firewood in the woods? Grandma wants a fire in the pit tonight. Some of her old friends are visiting later.” 
   “Sure,” I answered. “As long as I get to drive…” 
   “Sure baby,” he agreed. “I’m gonna attach the bed and fuel-up the chainsaw.” 
  “Alright… I’ll be down soon.” 
  I watched my uncle walk to the right of the house, towards the garden gate to get around to the back. “Looks like I’m not gonna laze-around today.” I perked up and became determined to help around.  Even though my body felt exhausted after sleeping out in the shack last night, I wanted to get my mind off the experience of traveling to that place with the strange owl lady. 
  Casey followed me downstairs and Grandma was in the kitchen preparing food for the evening.  “Hey grandma, I’m going out to get wood for tonight—can you watch Casey until I get back? I don’t want her following me into the backwoods.” 
   “Oh yes, we wouldn’t want her getting caught by the coyotes and bears.” 
   “Don’t joke like that, grandma.” I became concerned about Casey’s safety. “You stay here, girl.” I squatted down to pet her. “Keep a watchful eye on this old lady.” 
   “Old…” My grandmother laughed. “Get going before I beat you with my mother’s iron skillet over there.” A large twenty-four-inch black iron pan hung on a hemp string with the other pans over the sink. 
  “You’re on your own, Casey. Run if she plans on cooking you, ok.” I rushed out of the kitchen and through the living room. I looked back to see Casey sitting on the floor, looking after my grandmother.  “Huh…” I uttered while opening the door to the garage.  Then I closed the door behind me, walking down the wooden ramp my uncle built for my grandfather during his final years in a wheelchair. 
  “Hey… I thought you would have disassembled this thing by now.” I asked while he laid the chainsaw in the tractor bed, the cooler was already in the back, ready to go. 
              “I didn’t have the heart to do it yet,” he answered. “Besides, Grandma has been using his old wheelchair to bring in the firewood from outside during the winter. I rather keep it since she’s getting older you know. Can’t carry as much as she used to.” 
   “At least the wheelchair is not collecting dust in a closet somewhere.” 
   My uncle laughed. “Yeah, you’re right. It’s torn to hell now.” He pointed at it against the wall.  The blue leather shredded with foam sticking out and covered in dirt and rust. 
   “Eww… She actually uses that thing?” 
   “Yep,” he climbed up onto the tractor seat and started it before climbing across the gap and sitting on the ledge of the bed. “Are we ready to go?” 
   “Like, yeah,” I replied. Using my muscles to haul myself up on the tractor. 
  Once I settled in, the memories of driving it all came flooding back.  The clutch was the pedal on the left, and the break on the right just like a car.  I cranked it into first gear, which was the handle on the steering wheel. I released the clutch, sending my uncle and I lurching forward. 
  “Easy there.” He said before I had it rotating in a steady motion. 
  “It’s been a while since I’ve driven this old thing.” Cranking the clutch to speed up wasn’t easy to relearn and switching gears at the same time was a struggle, since it wasn’t the same as riding a motorcycle. 
  “Take it slow until you get used to it again.” 
  The tractor rode halfway down the driveway and we kept going straight, entering the grass field pass the old picket post. I turned the wide wheel to the left, steering us into the car graveyard. Then we passed the old oak tree, where I stood with Phyla and Maddox yesterday, and followed a path into the thickness of the forest. However, it was difficult to maneuver the steering wheel since it was like using physical strength to move the front axle and get the tires to turn where it needed to go. It rumbled in my hands and I felt the bumps as the tires crossed over uneven terrain along the path.   
  [image: image]
 
 Even with the loudness of the engine the birds still tweeted in the surrounding trees, loud enough for us to admire their voices. Wildflowers of white, purple, blue, and green grew in the tall grass as we enter an open field. My uncle created this field by cutting down the trees for lumber during most winters. I heard him rummage around in the cooler, followed by a ‘pop'. Staying true to form, my uncle was having a beer on the job. 
  “Isn’t it too early for that?” I asked. 
  “Hells… I’m just on time,” he answered. “It’s not too often I get to spend time with my niece in our favorite place.” He referred to the forest. “Remember… I took you out here almost every day when you were a kid?  Every day after work, we came out here, following this same path to Black Ash.” 
  “Yeah, I remember,” I replied. “We’d come out here to just get away from all the arguments in the house. Even though we told grandma we’re getting firewood.  Sometimes we’d come home with nothing.” I chuckled. “You’d forget after having a few beers and we just sat on this tractor, with you preaching about God.” 
  “You remember best baby,” he answered. “Nothing has changed here. Every Sunday, I keep the trail clean to ride on, but no matter how many winters or droughts, this place is still the same.” 
  I peeked up at the branches watching as the wind blew through the leaves. “You’re right, this place hasn’t changed… But we have.” I glanced back at him basking his face in the sun.  “So, where do you wanna stop?” 
  “Up ahead there’s a tree that was struck by lightning a few weeks ago… Split it right in half.” 
  In the distance, I spotted the tree just as he said, the trunk split down the middle, with black charred marks like it caught fire, but didn’t burn. It just wilted the branches with no leaves or flowers.  It was dead. 
  “Strange…” As I focused more on how precise the lightning hit the tree. “You said lightning did this? It doesn’t seem like it’s possible.” 
  “I’m not lying to you,” he reassured me. “Your grandmother, aunt, and I heard the explosion all the way from the house.  A dark cloud came out of nowhere over this mountain.  The sky was black as the barrel of my shotgun and I swear to you, streaks of lightning filled the sky and just one did this.” 
  I hit the brakes and shifted the clutch back into neutral before turning off the engine. 
  “When I drove the van down here, I found the tree like this… It was the same day we got a phone call you died in the hospital. When the doctors gave us all the details and the time of death and how you came back to life after being flatlined for over fifteen minutes—was the same time the lightning struck this tree. 
  “Are you kidding me…?” The story was far-fetched, but I turned to look him in the eye; however, he showed no sign it was a cruel joke. 
  “I’m not kidding.” His tone was more serious than the stern glare he gave me. “Kris, I didn’t talk about being blessed like it came out of my ass. God granted you a second chance, and this is proof.” 
  Fate struck this tree the same time I re-awakened from death. My wound throbbed at the thought and I grasped my chest, gazing at the dead tree. If only my uncle wasn’t so focused on his narrowed perspective to realize this was a bad omen.  The death of this tree wasn’t a sign of good fortune after emerging from the darkness. 
  It was indeed the beginning of the curse. 
  A curse only the Elder Witch had the answers to… 
 
 CHAPTER 8 
 
 Path to Remembrance 
    
 
THE DAY PASSED WITH US CUTTING PARTS OF THE DEAD tree with the chainsaw. It took two hours to shred all the timber. We only could cut one portion of the tree down. Then another few hours went into cutting the thick pieces into carriable chunks to pile in the tractor's rear-bed.  We had the wind at least to keep us cool in the sun that seemed closer to the horizon.  The day was nearing its end, with only a few hours left of sunlight to continue working. However, something was odd in the atmosphere, it diverted my attention from lifting heavy logs.  It was the sound of faint whispers, traveling with the breeze, whooshing through the leaves of the forest in the distance. The branches swayed one after the other as if it was directing me somewhere.  My ears followed the murmurs. I found myself under an archway of withered vines and branches, knotted together. There before me laid a trail. Was that path always there? I didn’t recall noticing it when we arrived earlier. As I continued observing, the wind gusted hard through the archway. It looked familiar, yet I didn’t remember if I’d ever traveled that area of the forest. 
  “Come, Kris,” Uncle Rainer called out, already resting on the cooler with another cold beer in hand. “Let’s get moving before it becomes dark. We need to get these logs chopped up tonight and set-up the pit.” 
  “Yeah, sure,” I responded. “Grandma should have supper ready by now anyways. I literally worked up an appetite.” My focus moved back on the mystical path and the wind still blowing over the field. 
  “Kris—what are you looking at?” 
  “Have we gone down that path before?” 
  “What path…?” 
  I twisted around and found his bewildered expression. “The path over there.” I pointed in the direction. “Don’t you see it?” He nodded his head in confusion. “Huh…” I strolled back over to the tractor. “Nevermind, then.” It made sense that he couldn’t see it, so I suggested nothing further about it. 
  “Are you okay?” He inquired out of worry, since I appeared confused myself. 
  “Yeah…,” I responded while climbing into the seat. “It’s just a trick of the twilight period and my meds. I’m fine.” 
  “Are you sure?” He didn’t lay off the subject. “I can drive if you need to rest. You did a lot by helping me out.” 
  “Nah—I can drive. Don’t worry. Besides, how many beers have you had already? Five… We need to get home before sunset, not after if you wreck the tractor like you did with the Firebird at the Quarry, remember?” 
  “I’ll admit—that was my fault,” he groaned in grief. “You drive then. I don’t feel up to dealing with your grandmother cursing bloody hell if she sees me driving drunk with you in the back.” 
  I chuckled while starting the engine. “It’s not like she’s that awful when she yells.” 
  He gave me an ‘are you serious’ glare. 
  “All right,” I confirmed. “She’s absolutely dreadful. I understand your anguish. Look on the bright side, we’re gonna make her happy tonight with a nice outdoor fire and s’mores. She loves burnt marshmallow and chocolate. So, we will avert her attention—that way she doesn’t yell at you for operating a chainsaw under the influence.” 
  “Oh-shit,” he blurted out as I shifted into first gear and released the clutch to get the tractor moving. The engine worked harder than before, since the extra weight it had to haul was heavier than normal while circling around the field and towards the house. Before we were too far from the dead tree, I peered back one last time and looked at the arched brush and the trail still there along with the whispers that called out to follow. 
  Once arriving back at the house, we unloaded the lumber near the garage. My uncle took out a log splitter which was simpler to operate than an axe, since it was electric. It wasn’t like back in the day when I had to use back muscle to split wood and claim it as good old hard labor. He chopped the logs into narrower pieces, and I stacked them near the fire pit in the center of the grapevine garden.  So, it was quite a hike back and forth with the loads of lumber. 
 A long time ago, Uncle Rainer and grandfather constructed the grape garden with tall wooden crossed-hatched dividers and squared it around the yard so it could become a small enclosure where we didn’t have to view the driveway or walkway.  They weaved together the grape vines along the barriers until it sealed most of the gaps. Then they formed an arched entrance to get in and out of the enclosure, which then later became buried in vines. My grandmother raised red roses inside where they bloomed around the walls. It was a stunning sight to see, while dropping off the piles of wood beside the pit. 
  It was black outside when my grandmother ordered me in from the boiler room door. “Kris—come have supper now, before it gets too late.” 
  “I’ll be in soon, Grandma!” I responded. “I’m almost done and then I’ll come in.” 
  “Don’t let that uncle of yours work you too hard.” 
  “Yes, grandma.” 
  She went back inside, leaving the door wide open for Casey to walk out. She scurried down the stairs to meet me. “Casey…!” Her little legs leapfrogged over the threshold, into the garden. “Did you miss me?” I picked her up and she licked under my chin where it tickled. “I guess that means you did.” I set her back on the ground and glanced at the pit of ash. “I have to make a fire. We’re gonna have a nice evening out under the stars.” 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  The sky above blackened as time passed and we had dinner at the kitchen table like always when it wasn’t a significant day to dine in the formal dining area upstairs. Just after eating the homemade stew my grandmother took most of the time preparing, the guests finally arrived. It was two older ladies about my grandmother’s age, who entered through the boiler room door. One with sapphire eyes and silvery hair fixed in a bun. The moment she entered the hallway, I could smell garlic and lavender on her like it was perfume, which it was a strange scent for a woman to have.  Her attire was black as midnight, wearing an informal dress with a crocheted scarf around her neck. 
  The other lady had wavy red hair and emerald eyes behind large ocular glasses with broad black frames. Very much like women in the 70s used to wear. She too wore a black turtleneck and a long skirt. I recognized them both as, Marietta and Elenore, my grandmothers best friends who’d always visited during the wake of the new moon. However, I hadn’t seen them in a long time, so they looked much older now. They still dressed the same way they did back when they first started visiting. Same hairstyles, dangling, jangling bangles, trinkets and pendants. They looked every bit like they danced skyclad under full moons and turned into bats or black cats at night. 
  “Oh, my lord!” Marietta hugged me first. “Look how beautiful—my word how much you’ve grown!  You’re a woman now.” The whiff of the garlic was heavier near her breast. 
  “Come now, Mari, don’t squeeze the poor girl to death,” Elenore spoke in a sharp New England accent since she grew up near Salem, Massachusetts. “It’s wonderful to see you well, my dear.” She side-kissed my cheek and then hugged my grandmother after. 
  “Oh, look Elenore,” her eyes dropped upon Casey, sitting next to my leg. “You’re absolutely adorable.” She squatted down, to rub under her chin and ears. “What’s her name?” 
  “Casey!” 
  “Aww… She looks like a Casey. What a fine name for such a special dog.” 
  “Special…?” 
  “Special… I meant cute.” Marietta stood once again and joined Elenore in greeting my grandmother with gifts of red wine, which they pulled out of their hefty purses. 
  “Oh girls, you know these are my favorite!” my grandmother smiled. “Come—have stew and some wine before we head outside.” 
  “I saw the magnificent fire your son started in the grapevine.” Elenore complimented. 
 “Should we bring out the wine tonight for old time sake?” Marietta suggested. 
  “My friends…,” my grandmother responded. “What’s a night without Wine and Chocolate s’mores.” 
  “Oh… Still young at heart, Aitamah…,” Elenore stated. “I expect nothing less celebrating tonight.” 
  “What are you celebrating?” I asked, apparently catching them off guard. They stared at me in silence, not answering. “I mean you guys do it every new moon.  Is it a friendship ritual or something?” They all stood quiet, looking at each other. 
  “Well, it’s a way of ridding ourselves of negative habits and looking forward to new beginnings.” Marietta answered, while the others walked off into the kitchen, looking for the corkscrew. “Come outside with us tonight—make a wish to the night sky and see new wonders enter your life.” She winked at me and followed Elenore and my grandmother who was struggling to open the wine bottle.    
  As they laughed together in the kitchen, I made my way through the boiler room and exited the door to the front stoop.  Casey followed beside me as I closed the door behind us and kept walking down the dark walkway. The flames of the fire were visible through the cross-hatch borders of the grapevine, and the light led the way to the arched entrance.  I stepped over the threshold and saw my uncle sitting on a bench in front of the fire, smoking a cigarette.  “A hard day’s work paid off.” 
  I admired the fire burning in full blaze, nearly reaching the tip of the branches that shaded half of the garden. “You really got it going.” 
  “Thanks baby—You were a helper on this one.” 
  “You can reward me with a cigarette,” I sat on a wide log next to him. I noticed he laid three others out around the pit for everyone else to sit.  When I hunched forward, he pulled out the pack from his jeans pocket and handed it over. 
  “Thanks.” 
  “You earned it,” he replied. “You were always good labor, willing to work for either a can of beer or pocket change to buy a shake at the diner. Your mother always gave me the evil eye every time you were down here helping instead of doing your homework.” 
  “To be honest, I’d rather have been here than at school,” I answered while gazing up at the stars above us. “I always felt more at ease here.  There was always some B.S. happening outside this place. So, it was hard to have a moment of silence.  But who cannot appreciate these stars, man…? This is my sanctuary.” 
  “And it will always be,” he responded. “This will always be your home. Don’t be afraid to come back here if things are too crazy out there.  I know your mother enjoys the city and all.” 
  “She loves the city,” I replied. “To be honest, I don’t know anymore why I ended up in Virginia. I could have gone to college somewhere in Trenton and not have to deal with all the noise and hype of being near D.C.—Something just always felt outta sync around me. It’s strange though, while being out in the woods today, for the first time, I feel like I’m finally on the right path. Odd, huh…?” 
  “Not at all. It takes patience to find our path.” His eyes glittered in the flames rising from the pit. “Take your time and don’t rush things. It’ll feel right when the moment comes. Although, when it happens, don’t be afraid. Charge at it with all you have until you get where you need to be.  Never hesitate.” 
  “That’s deep, very unlike your usual preaching.” I sighed. “I only hope my emotions don’t make a mess of me.  It’s hard enough bouncing back from where I came from. I just don’t want my emotions to rule my life again.” 
  “Sometimes, you need to learn from mistakes the hard way to realize how little control you had back then.” He looked at me. “Control comes with learning from your mistakes. It’s ok if you fail a few times while learning.” 
 “There you go again, with the philosophical words—but thanks though.” I appreciated my uncle’s perspective on life. “It gives me more threads of hope to hold unto, on this long road to recovery.” 
  “A long road indeed…,” My uncle smiled, while taking another pull on his cigarette before tossing the butt into the fire. 
  The flames crackled in a mature burn, sending me into a calming daze until suddenly, the boiler room door swung open. Out traipsed my grandmother and friends, laughing away without a care in the world.  Their shadows moved in the darkness along the vine wall, until they stumbled around the entrance where I watched Marietta enter first through the arch.  Gripping the neck of the wine bottle in one hand and carrying her filled glass in the other, while stepping over the threshold. Elenore followed close behind her, linked with my grandmother’s to prevent each other from tipping over. Snickering like a bunch of drunk sorority girls, they stumbled together in the dark, bumping into and bouncing off each other. 
  “There you are, my dear.” Elenore stated as she locked eyes on me. “We were wondering where you went.” 
  My uncle stood up and guided Marietta to a log where she sat, still gripping the wine bottle. “You are such a good lad,” Marietta complimented. “Thank you.” 
  “Ladies,” he announced. “I believe this is where I wish you good evening.” 
  “Oh no, why?” Elenore frowned. 
  “Unfortunately, I have a job to get to early tomorrow morning.” he answered. “But my wonderful niece will take care of the fire tonight.” 
  “Well, then—you have a good night, Rainer.” Elenore responded more understanding. “Rest well, my dear.” 
  He glanced over at me. 
  “I got this, uncle.” I reassured him. “Good night.” 
  “Take care, everyone.” He finally walked away and left us behind to the fire and the stars. 
  Marietta sat on the log next to me, while Elenore and my grandmother sat together drinking from their glasses, engaging in soft chatter. “So, you joined us tonight?” 
  “Well—someone has to keep the fire burning,” I answered as Casey pawed at my leg. “What is it, girl?” She glanced up at me. “Ok…” I lifted her onto my lap where she laid relaxed and quiet. 
  “She has taken a liking to you,” Marietta acknowledged. “Your grandmother called about her this morning. It’s amazing, don’t you think…? How you ended up with such an adorable creature…” 
  “I admit she is adorable, and rather smart,” I answered. “Even though we just met today, she seems so comfortable around me.” 
  “Looks like you were destined to become a pair,” she answered. “I remembered when Levine found me. My cat. It was a friendship at first sight.” 
  “I guess Casey and I are similar in that respect,” I giggled and rubbed behind her ears until she closed her eyes. Then I recalled earlier when she picked up the stone and laid it in the corner. It made me wonder how bizarre it was, and how the idea of a barrier came to mind afterward. “Hmm… Sometimes, I think I let my imagination carry me away.” 
  “What do you mean by that…?” Marietta appeared puzzled by my concerned expression. 
  I remained silent, gazing at the flames, thinking about the owl, and the path only I could see today. Then suddenly, I remembered dreams from childhood as if they’d lain dormant in the back of my mind and now it became clear what happened back then. 
  “Come on, dear, you can tell me,” she urged. “Anything said tonight, will remain in this circle.” 
  “I’ve been having weird dreams… Vivid ones… Sometimes, I thought I saw things that weren’t there. Or at least others can’t see them. It’s like I’m daydreaming throughout the day. Then I remembered, I had a similar problem with separating reality from my dreams when I was a kid.” 
  “What dreams…?” 
 “As a kid I had dreams about going out in the dead of night. Dark as this one in only my nightgown. Walking into the forest—I would hear whispers in the wind, guiding me along a path, deep beyond the backwoods. The trees lit-up with bright-colored orbs floating around in the branches. Like a rainbow of colors, glowing like fireflies… But they weren’t fireflies. They trailed behind them sparkling dust, sprinkling down above me like shimmering diamonds. I followed the lights along the path, passed an arch brush made of old tree branches and twigs and twine, leading to a village. It was isolated out in the forest. Homes were built above me like massive tree houses and roped bridges… And there were strange-looking people living there.” 
  “What did they look like, these so-called strange people?” 
  “Pale… Dressed in refined clothing with pointed ears. I recall they dressed in medieval-like attire. Some dressed like armored warriors. The ladies dressed in bright colorful gowns and beautiful jewelry, like something straight out of Tolkien’s novel.” 
  “So, you were in an Elven Village…,” she answered. “Maybe, you conjured the dream after reading all those fantasy stories when you were a child.” 
  “Perhaps,” I said. “Back then it seemed so real, visiting a place unseen. However, that’s not the strange part.” 
  Marietta looked puzzled, waiting for me to continue. 
  “My uncle said he would find me sleep walking in the woods every time I had those dreams. He said my mother would go frantic, because I wasn’t in bed some nights. The dreams stopped when my parents finally installed locks around the exit doors and windows in the house, so I wouldn’t be able to sleepwalk out at night anymore.” 
  “Curious…” Marietta replied. “I remember Aitamah telling us back then about your problem with sleepwalking… And the night terrors…” 
  “Night terrors…?” 
  “She never told you…” 
  “Oh, when you and your parents still lived in this house. You used to wake up screaming for dear life. It was so bad some nights your grandmother couldn’t wake you, even though your eyes were wide open, and you weren’t awake. She even had to carry you to Rainer to calm you down until you regained consciousness. Something frightened you then, but we never knew what it was, because you said nothing about it afterward.” 
  “Sounds like me,” I answered recalling the nights, but they were not night terrors or nightmares. It was the things that haunted me while I slept that frightened me. “I’m surprised my grandmother told you.” 
  “She only tells us about some things that go on,” Marietta confessed. “Like for instance, what happened to you—But not because she wanted to expose your personal life. She needed support from us. It’s not every day you almost lose a grandchild. You can imagine how upset she was. I was even taken-back by it.  You’re such a special girl, you know.  The moment you were born, your grandmother was the happiest we had ever seen her, since she always wanted a granddaughter. All your aunts and uncles only had boys.  It seemed unlikely a girl would be born under the new generation.” 
  “I’m not that special,” I uttered faint enough for her not to hear me, while lighting a cigarette from my uncle’s pack.  The taste of the bitter tobacco and the nicotine eased my racing thoughts about what I shared about the woods.  “I’m just cursed.” 
  “Look up at the stars, Kristen.” We looked up at the night sky. “The universe is vast and full of mystery. You may feel small and powerless in this world. But on the contrary, you’re quite powerful.  We all are. It’s only a matter of perspective and how you think. Rise above those insecure thoughts and you might actually experience things in a different light, beyond the darkness.  Just like those stars that are always there, but we could never see them and appreciate them until it’s dark like this. It’s only then you can truly see what beauty the night offers.” 
 “You sound like my uncle,” I stated. 
  “Rainer—well, he learned all of this from me and Elenore. Because he too struggled just like you.” 
  “Hm… Maybe that’s why he and I get along so well.” 
  “Marietta,” my grandmother called for her. “Why are you so far with the wine bottle?” 
  “Our glasses are empty, darling.” Elenore lift her glass to show. “Bring that behind of yours over here.” 
  Marietta smile at me once more before getting up and bringing the bottle over to them. They looked happy together, laughing as she filled their wine glasses and toasted to the sky.  I wanted to be like them, happy and laughing without worry. However, the wound on my chest throbbed, and I knew, destiny had a different path laid out for me. I didn’t know if it was meant to have cheerful laughs in this life. However. like the stars above within the darkness, it offers a beauty more wicked than the woman who gave me this curse. 
  Only the night knows… 
  May the stars share its secrets… 
 
 CHAPTER 9 
 
 The Forest of Forgotten Dreams 
  Part I 


    
 
THE NIGHT WAS LONG AND RESTLESS with only nightmares in the darkness. A childlike voice whispered in my dreams. “Kristen…” It was absolutely black where I was and no warm light in sight within the cold lonely space.  The darkness was suffocating, and I struggled to breathe through my anxiety. ‘Where’s the light? I need the light.’ 
  “Kristen…” I heard the voice of a little girl softly call out my name. She sounded clearer, as if she was right next to me. I swear I could feel her breath on my cheek. 
  “Kristen…” My eyes flew wide open in confusion, my tank-top and shorts soaked in cold sweat. 
  There was a heavy sensation on my chest. When my eyes finally focused, I noticed Casey standing on my breast. It was her dog breath I felt on my skin, she was peering straight into my eyes. I choked for a second as my heart nearly burst out of my rib cage. 
  “What the F—Casey…!.” I breathed in relief. “Dang-it dog—what-the hell… You scared the crap outta me!” She licked my cheek, and it tickled enough to force me into laughter, instantly making me calmer. “What are you doing?” I peeped over at a digital clock set on the nightstand. “Are you serious? It’s four in the morning!” 
  Through the locked door, the floors creaked under heavy footsteps down the hallway, like boots stomping down the staircase. “Must be Uncle Rainer, getting ready to take off for the job site.” I suggested to Casey while listening to him, shuffling through the downstairs corridor and into the kitchen. “The whole idea is to wake-up after dawn, not before.” I sighed laying back into the pillow.  “Where did that voice come from?”  Casey cocked her head. 
  All of a sudden, something slammed into the window, terrifying us both. I sat up, quivering in fear until I discovered that it was the owl from my dreams. She thrashed on the glass with her wings and scratched it with her claws. “What the…” Casey gazed at the creature and didn’t snarl nor bark at its presence. “Are you watching this?” I gawked at her, rotating in a circle, and later looked at me with her tail wagging. “Sheesh—some guard dog you are…” 
  The owl kept scraping at the window until a voice invaded my mind like the wind. “Find the path.” I realized the voice was referring to that vision of the branched archway that appeared in my thoughts. 
  “What will I encounter there?” I thought, wanting to know more. But the owl took off into the night without an answer. “Great…” I looked at Casey. “Since you woke me up, you’re gonna join me in the woods tonight.” I yawned, still exhausted. “Up for an adventure?” She spun in a circle and bounced from the bed, waiting by the door. “I’ll take that as a yes!” It didn’t take long to slip into a pair of jeans and a hoodie which I zipped up over my tank-top. I bypassed my sneakers beside the bed and continued into the closet and found my black tactical boots.  Wearing regular shoes would be a risk, given how dark the woods were without the aid of sunlight. It would be a bumpy hike in the last hours of darkness. 
  I surmised my uncle and grandmother were still downstairs, I could hear their rustling directly below me in the kitchen. The floorboards were old and worn down, so they creaked with every movement. “Crap.” I took off my boots once the floor created a resounding snap. After realizing they made too much noise, I carried them by hand across the hallway. Casey seemed to have the right plan walking slowly behind me, not letting her nails tap. If they heard her they’ll probably just think she’s being a dog walking around. So, I wasn’t particularly worried about Casey making a noise. However, if I dropped my heavy boots by accident, it would mean the end of sneaking out without them noticing.  The occasion brought back memories of my adolescence all over again, when I used to sneak out at midnight to meet with Phyla and Maddox down in the woods. We’d sneak out just to hang out, drink beer and smoke cigarettes all night. 
 Casey and I entered my grandmother’s master bedroom, which was near my room.  The light was already on as she’s been up before four, making my uncle coffee and breakfast like she does every morning. She has always had a strict schedule so I knew she wouldn’t be back until six, when he left for work. By now he should have finished breakfast, so time was of the essence to leave the room. In haste I checked around, looking at all the framed snapshots of her and my grandfather. I quickly scanned old family pictures of us together for Christmas. 
  The furniture in the bedroom consisted of antique relics, just like everything else in the house. One was an enormous gilded rectangular mirror along the wall near the door.  By the king-sized bed, hanging over the big flower carved headboard, was an oil painting by an original artist my grandmother knew. Like most of my grandmother’s friends, they presented her with extraordinary gifts. This one in particular was an image of a lady standing in the sea.  She wore a blue skirt that merged in with the ocean, observing a city far away in the backdrop. It was fascinating.  However, there was something else I noticed about the room that never occurred to me until now. It seemed clean, energy-wise. It was like wandering into a serene space, compared to the rest of the house which didn’t have such tranquility. Then I overheard something move on the vanity. 
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 “What was that?” I mumbled to Casey on the floor, peering up at me. I tuned in again, and something rustled on the stand. When I looked closer, there was a jewelry box near the vanity mirror. Within a second of staring at it, the lid suddenly sprung open on its own. “What the hell…” I gasped. The paranormal events took its toll as it made my adrenaline pump until the pulse throbbed in my throat. “Should I…?” I asked Casey, not knowing what to do.” I wrestled with the temptation to either go over to the vanity or leave it alone. “We needed to escape before my grandmother comes back upstairs… It shouldn’t be too long now.”  My uncle always left in his white van, parked outside near the garage. 
  Time was of the essence, but Casey trotted over to the vanity with her tail wagging as if this was an ordinary day and there was nothing to worry about. “Dang-it.” I uttered, while following behind her. “We need to hustle!” I kept glancing out the door, slipping back and forth, until I stopped in the box's presence and saw my grandmother’s ring inside. 
  The ornament was a unique family heirloom, passed down from mother to daughter for generations. It is the oldest antique item throughout the household, and even more ancient than the records in my family’s memoirs.  Those my grandmother encased in the study. They dated as far back as the Middle Ages, before the English language became simple and readable text. Although, this ring saw firsthand the history of the world through this white and black crystal. More than the lineage bound to the silvery-band and the story of its kin. 
  A master goldsmith mended together these polar opposite crystals into sheer excellence, suggesting the harmony of light and darkness. The cabochon cut gem emphasized its elegance to pair with the Princess they gifted it to, based on my grandmother’s bedtime tales. The goldsmith mounted the one of a kind crystal into a wide silvery-gold band, engraved on both sides the Celtic pattern of a tree. Why the symbol of a tree for the design, my grandmother never discussed.  Even though it resonated with me the insignia of the tree, it reminded me of how much I loved the forest. 
  “This ring has always fascinated me, Casey.” I plucked it up gently from the crimson velvet pad and gripped it between my fingers. While kneading the engravings, the band and crystals shimmered before my eyes as I wore it on my left ring finger. “This would’ve made a magnificent engagement ring.” I felt like it was the most precious object to own. Casey whimpered, bringing me back to the present. 
  I stuck the ring back in the box and closed the lid once again. “Strange,” the word uttered out then, right after my uncle opened the door into the garage and slammed it shut. “Shit…” I slid over to the sliding door and saw him walking outside towards the van. “We have to wait until he backs out.” I looked at Casey standing next to my leg, waiting patiently for the next move. However, my grandmother walked through the hallway downstairs. My heart thumped hard to rhythm of her footsteps on the floorboards. With each step, I was closer to freaking out. Sweat even formed on my forehead, that’s how fearful I was of being caught. Then I said, “The hell-with-it.” I slid open the door and Casey slipped by as soon it was wide enough.  I kept opening and squatting as low as possible before stepping out onto the long-stretched balcony. 
  The darkness shrouded me behind the rails and away from my uncle’s peripheral vision. Wearing the black hoody helped blend me into the night, as he stepped into the van and started the engine. I pulled my hood over my head and covered most of my pale face from getting his attention. 
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 After closing the sliding door once again, I watched him through the rails just sitting in the driver’s seat, looking at his flip phone, and lighting up a cigarette. The flare, burning on the tip was like a beacon in the dark with how focused I was on him from the high distance. “Sheesh—really.” I wanted him to get moving. The stairs down to the ground were just to the left.  But we couldn’t go until it was clear, or we would risk being seen since the garage spotlight illuminated the steps more than the balcony. 
  Casey waited by the first step and I took a peek through the glass to see if my grandmother had entered the room yet. I was aware that if she did, she could see us through the sliding door. “Come on—leave already.” I kept glancing back, checking for my grandmother since her slippers flapped on the top floor at the far end of the house. 
  My uncle cranked the handle on the side of the steering wheel and switched it into reverse.  He looked at the side mirror and then slowly backed down the gravel driveway. Right at that moment, I rushed a quarter way down the steps, and Casey followed, treading each step one by one.  When I glanced back towards the door, I saw my grandmother’s shadow moving in the room, towards the sliding door. She stood there for a few seconds and I pressed my body against the wall, holding my breath. Casey stopped too next to me and waited until she closed the curtains in the room and locked the door.  I exhaled and my muscles relaxed in relief because she didn’t notice us. 
  Once it was clear to move, we descended the old weathered steps, trying not to make any loud noises. When we reached the bottom, I slipped on my boots and made sure my laces were tight enough to keep my ankles from bending.  As soon as I made sure I tied them good, we walked the wooden walkway to the end of the house, avoiding the gravel at all costs. The rocks would make too much noise if we walked on it near the house. The quietest way was to stroll over to the far corner, towards the railing that kept us from tumbling over into the hill of the yard.  I picked up Casey and held her. “Sorry, girl.” Then I grasped the top of the splintered wood and leaped over in one jump, tumbling in the grass, and shielding Casey from hitting the ground.  The back of my hoodie rolled up while sledding mid-way down the hill. When we were at a full stop, I released Casey from my arms.  She plopped on the grass and shook her fur around like she just got out of a bath. 
  The coldness of the wet grass tickled my bare back as I struggled to pull down my jacket. It sent a shiver throughout my body, making me snuggle the cotton cloth that barely kept me warm from the chilling breeze. “That was a soft landing—don’t you think?” Casey jumped on my lap and licked under my chin. I moved her to the side and then struggled to get up; however, the ache in my behind made it difficult to stand straight without hunching over in pain. I patted the rear of my jeans and it was wet from the morning dew on the ground. “Great.” I groaned. 
  Suddenly, there was flapping in the subtle wind that blew in from the south. A whirlwind brushed through my hood, pushing it back until the cool breeze brushed through my long hair. I listened and spotted the owl approaching us from high above in the sky.  She circled around us a few times before gliding to a tree nearby, and then perched on a branch.  It’s white and gray wings radiated a glowing white aura off its feathers. She was something out of a dream, staring at me with her flawless blue eyes.  Then it leapt off the branch and flew into the sky again and glided through the exit in the yard my uncle used to enter, in and out, with the tractor.   
  Before following her, I straightened my jeans and adjusted my hoodie until it felt comfortable to walk on.  Casey trotted alongside me through the exit and onto the gravel. We crossed into the grass, entering the wide field. The owl flew towards the entrance into the woods and darted through the trees as our guide in the darkness. The owl was easy to follow with its shimmering feathers, radiating brighter in the distance from us. It was near to pitch-black the further we hiked out into the forest until I could barely see Casey on the ground with her black fur. 
 The Crickets chirped in the darkness as we walked along the rough trail.  It wasn’t as quiet, hearing the fox screams, creatures crawling in the brush, and the twigs snapping around us.  All the obscure noises made me anxious, not being able to see didn’t help either.  There was no way of knowing what lay in wait in the trees at this hour.  The Bears could have hidden behind the thick trunks of the vast trees, the Coyotes could hunt us in the brush. Watching, waiting to attack, or the wild cats that roamed this mountain, waiting for a small dog like Casey to wander into their domain. At the mere thought, I picked Casey up and carried her the rest of the way.   
  In my dreams it wasn’t this dark.  I recalled the Fairies in the branches guiding the way. Now there was only the owl showing me along the path.  We trekked through the field where the dead tree still stood, partially cut.  We passed by it and within a short distance was the archway. 
  The owl perched on top of the arch, waiting for me to walk under.  I grasped onto Casey tighter than usual, when a flash of memory showed me the same path I took as an innocent child. Wandering these woods, following the light of the Fairies.   It didn’t look the same; it being gloomy as the black wound that pulsed on my chest.  I gasped in pain, not knowing what to do next. 
  Suddenly, her eyes stared down at me and a faint whisper entered my mind. “Have no fear in your heart.” 
  I clutched my chest, breathing deep in uneasiness. 
  Your path begins here.” 
  The throbbing eased as I remembered how fearless I was as a child, standing all alone in the darkness.  The brave little girl I was then, the woods was a mere magical place, not a place to fear. As a child I had more guts to embark on an eerie adventure. If I were still a child, it would have been the journey of a lifetime. I would’ve leaped at the first chance to explore. However, I am no longer a child. 
  Now I’m searching for her courage once again in this forest of forgotten dreams… 
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SHALL WE ENTER? Or turn back before it’s too late?  There are only two choices, standing before the entrance to the path. Once we cross the threshold of the arch, there’s no turning back, and this mark will have chosen my fate. The mysterious Owl revealed nothing about what Casey, and I would encounter beyond the blackest part of the forest. However, despite the circumstances, Casey remained courageous and exhibited no fear towards the owl, nor the unknown that remained ahead. 
  Casey whimpered and attempted to get out of my arms. “Hey—don’t…” Not wanting to drop her, I plopped her rear on the ground and she dashed along the trail. “Casey—no!” I called out to her, the sound of my voice shattering the silence of the night. I immediately lowered my voice and half-whispered Casey’s name, hoping she’d come back. I didn’t know how many creatures lurked in the pitch-black forest, but I had to doubt they wouldn’t hesitate to make a snack out of a little lost dog. She traveled about twenty feet ahead and halted to peer back at me as if to ask, ‘are you coming or not?’ 
  “Come here!” I tried to sound commanding, but she kept trotting forward, not listening to a single word. “Casey!” I ordered in annoyance. “Dang-it, dog.” 
  I took a sharp breath and prayed to the gods for our safe passage. “F-it…,” I groaned and followed her, struggling to catch up to her brisk trot.  “Sheesh—for a short-legged dog, you’re fast.” She ran, maintaining the distance between us.  I kept my eyes on her miniature body, dashing along the dirt path without a care in the world that predators could be around us.   
  Suddenly, I spotted what appeared to be a dim light in the distance.  The light flickered in the blackness like a beacon of hope. As we got closer, more flames appeared, and suddenly I realized there was an iron rod about my height, mounted into the ground with a bowl welded to the top, which was holding burning oil. The smell of kerosene reminded me of my grandmothers antique oil lamp. As we got closer, the heat warmed my cold cheeks, and I brought my hands near the blaze. I couldn’t help but to exhale in relief, happy to have found light after roaming in the pitch blackness.  The darkness has always stirred my anxiety to the point where I’d have panic attacks and pass out. I feared the dark more than anything else and being next to the torch allowed me to breathe once again, before regaining focus on my brave little dog. 
  Casey kept racing forward, and the other torches revealed shadows of bridges and homes, high in the trees. A village… Here of all places… 
  I squinted to see the bottom parts of the wooden carved houses with what small light the flames offered. I noticed rope ladders dangling from high in the branches.  The trunks of these trees were wide in diameter, and broad enough to be a traditional-sized home, but taller than the skyscrapers in New York City. Green moss covered the barks as we passed by, struggling to tiptoe over the gigantic roots exposed above the ground. 
  Casey leaped and crawled under the roots, while I followed and gazed up at the cleverly designed homes. Each section raised in rows to the top like a layered cake. Although, I couldn’t quite see the details and colors. I could only see the frameworks of the dark creation like evaluating a silhouetted drawing. I saw no lights in the treehouses, so I assumed whoever lived in them were still asleep or, so I thought. 
  A hand suddenly clutched my forearm, causing my heart to slam against my rib cage. Panic stricken and I slowly turned my head to look at what had grabbed me, it was a guy.  His twinkling blue eyes captured my attention first, later I saw his short curled blonde hair. Then I noticed his ears, they were long and pointy!  “An Elf,” I breathed, still paralyzed.  My forehead ached from how wide my eyes opened, but his calm face expressed no signs I was intruding.  He just gazed into my eyes, and for some odd reason a crooked grin appeared on his lips. Why was he smiling? 
 As the Elven male loosened his grip, a vision came surging back. It was an image of him that had appeared throughout my childhood. I identified him as the one who held my hand while escorting me home in the night, after the first time I discovered the village. Every evening since then, he’d wait in the forest’s entrance, to bring me into this enchanted place. “I remember you…” He was my friend. “Quynn...” I stepped back enough to get a better look at him since I hadn’t seen him for years. Back then, I was half his height but now I was almost as tall as he was. 
  Even though I was all grown up, I noticed his age remained the same, unaffected by time. Wearing the same hunter green leather clockwork vest with black onyx buttons, tight black slacks and high-boots with brass buckles on the belts and golden seams along the leather. His black diamond earrings contrasted with his fair skin and Celtic symbols tattooed on his bare toned arms. One that stood out the most was near his right shoulder, the insignia of the tree.  It was the same design as my grandmothers ring! I waited for him to say something, then I remembered he couldn’t speak. Quynn was born mute from what faded memory I had left of him. This was a woodland Elf village that migrated across the sea. They came from the Norse country to organize a settlement away from the vast population of humans. 
  An Elven village cloaked in heavy magic and not discernible by the mundane.  Although, those with the vision to see beyond the shroud can discover the villages and more. Unlike the rest of my family, I was the only one blessed with that sight, entirely believing all I encountered was just an enchanted dream. Forever, I thought Quynn was a figment of my imagination and Elves were just fairytale characters from novels. “You’re real.” 
  Quynn rushed in for a hug, enveloping me in his slender arms.  His scent was familiar, like honey. Which was soothing, since I remember his tender embraces from when he piggybacked me through the forest. However, we were always with another Elf who was our friend. The redhead… Who was she…? 
  “Quynn…” A female voice echoed in the shadows behind me. “Who are you...? What are you doing here?” 
  I swung around, spotting a fiery redhead approaching us. She directed her darkened eyes towards me with an unpleasant glare. She halted a foot away, where she became more apparent in the light of the torches. Wearing linen slacks and high-boots that went up to her knees. 
  “Kristen…” The Elven woman knew my name. Her eyes softened and her pink lips fell open in amazement. “Is that you?” 
  Still not clear who she was, I stood silent, trying to observe her in the faint lighting. She wore a black vest that extended passed her hips like a dress, fitting her curved slender frame. Around her waist was a broad belt with a glittering dragon shaped buckle to pair with her bangles, bracelets, and earrings. They were all shaped like serpent dragons with jade stones for the scales and emerald gems for the eyes. Her appearance was more Asian-like, which was unusual since Quynn looked Nordic. Then I remembered the Elven woman I’d seen in my vision who was with us. “Faylen…” I recalled her name. 
  She sauntered up close and embraced me as Quynn did.  Only she was softer, and her perfume reminded me of my grandmother’s flower gardens. As I returned the hug, I started to have flashbacks of her showing me the forest and the creatures she nurtured. There was nothing to fear with them by my side, revealing the magical wonders of the forest. 
  “I can’t believe I forgot you guys!” 
  “You’re all grown, I see.” Faylen took a better look at me and caressed my face with her tender hands. “You grew out your hair.” Her fingertips combed the side of my head and found my ponytail tucked inside my hoodie.  She pulled it out and held it in her hand. “I’m pleased to see not everything has changed.” She smiled. “Always letting your beautiful hair become a knotted mess…”  Her eyes became serious as her hand found its way over my heart. Then she looked over at Quynn.  “You must feel confused about everything now. I assume you forgot about this place and us?” 
 “How did you know?” 
  “It happens often to human wanderers who find openings into our villages.  It’s the enchantment placed on this forest, if one doesn’t come back for a certain time, all their memories will lock away. Only coming back can unlock all your experiences. However, none has ever found their way back—except for you. I should have realized then you were different.” 
  “Different—how?” I held still as she gingerly touched my chest wound. “I’m sorry I forgot and still can’t remember much about this place and… you guys.” 
  “Most of the time, that’s what it is to a human, but you—somehow, found your way back.” 
  “Not on my own,” I confessed not wanting to lie to them. Quynn stood next to Faylen, staring and waiting for me to say what’s going on. By the expression on both their faces and how Faylen kept glancing down at my chest, there was a possibility they sensed something was wrong. 
  “We should take this somewhere more private.” Faylen suggested. “The others will be waking up soon.”  She angled her head for all of us to follow her. “Welcome back, young one.” Her words carried warmth, even though concern still lingered on her face. Casey trotted ahead as if she knew where to go, even though it was her first time being here. 
  “I see a familiar has bound itself to you.” Faylen commented. “That means you have awakened into a Witch.” 
  “What—a familiar?” It didn’t occur to me Casey could be one. 
  “You have awakened, and you haven’t at least learned about familiars?” Faylen added. “How much have you learned already?” 
  “I studied about familiars, but I didn’t think it was a real thing.” 
  “Oh yes — throughout the ages, all true Witches are assigned a familiar as a gift from nature.” She answered. “They present themselves in many forms.  To the human eye they can appear as simple as a butterfly, bird, cat, or even small dogs in your case. However, their true forms are divine in the spirit realm and powerful.  When they’re assigned to you, their job is to make sure you don’t destroy yourself while learning to control and manipulate energy… Magic. Some can protect you against the dark forces at hand.” 
  “Casey—a protector?” Then I remembered when she stole the crystal and laid it in the corner. “So, do familiars know about rituals of magic?” 
  “Yes…” Faylen answered. “They are knowledgeable on spells and rituals.  Some familiars become the muses to their masters in a way. For instance, by producing poetic spells and enchantments. Then there are some that can perform their own rituals and incantations. However, all familiars act differently according to whom they’re assigned to.  Not all would be as active, depending on the potential of the Sorcerer or whether they serve the light or dark.” Faylen watched Casey locating her cabin on the outskirts of a stream. “Well—she seems to know where she’s going quite well.” She giggled at my dog walking through the open door of the logged home and waited by a small burning fireplace. 
  We all walked inside and Faylen closed the door.  Inside, the space was small with a single bed against the corner. Casey strolled over and leaped on the thick woven red blanket covering the feather-stuffed mattress. There were shelves along the walls cluttered with books, jars full of herbs, and vials of white milky liquid that glowed in the dark.  On the right was a table, on top an ink container with a feathered quill made with a silvery tip, lying next to a large leather-bound book. When I got closer, I saw that it was open to a page with an inked-drawing of a Belladonna plant.  A close-up image of the berry and flower, along with words scribbled around the additional space, which wasn’t legible enough for me to read from afar.  To the left, there were branches of sage dangling upside-down above the stone-built fireplace and an iron cauldron hung over the flames. Inside was a golden broth boiling with vegetables. 
 “Would you like soup?” Faylen offered while I gazed at the potatoes, carrots, and greens inside the pot. The aroma alone made my stomach growl. “You must be hungry by now since it’s almost dawn.” She grabbed three wooden bowls and spoons off a shelf above the fireplace. “Quynn and I have what you humans call breakfast at this hour.” 
  “I would love some, thank you,” I answered as the hunger grew. “I guess Elves don’t use terms such as breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” 
  “Us and many from the other realms have adapted to the human tongue,” she explained. “We learn the new vocabulary and urban terms throughout the ages to communicate with your kind. All creatures and gods of both light and darkness adapt themselves to the evolving ages. Otherwise, you would not understand me if I talked to you in our native tongue or the old English from the renaissance period. We would struggle to understand each other, am I right?” 
  “You’re right,” I agreed. “I’d never thought of it that way. So, that makes you and Quynn immortals then?  Because you both look exactly the same from fifteen, sixteen years ago.” 
  “We are not immortals, silly,” Faylen answered. 
  I saw Quynn from the corner of my eye snickering. 
  “Don’t laugh at her, Quynn.” she mock-glared at him. “She is only learning our world. There was no way of understanding all this as a child. A child only sees the mystical beauty of our existence.” 
  “You may be right,” I touched my wound where it throbbed. 
  “Now you’re an adult and from what I can sense, a maturing Witch… The surrounding energy in your aura has become stronger.” 
  “I haven’t been practicing for long though,” I confessed.  “Things kinda got a-bit out of control.” 
  “You were not ready yet to receive the gifts,” she explained. “However, you will learn and understand more about our world and your gifts as time progresses.  I assume you’ve not had it easy then. When I met you for the first time—when Quynn brought you here, I figured you had seen things no other human had. To wander in the dark forest all by yourself, it was peculiar. A dark night as this, yet you were fearless. Then I sensed what had visited you often.  It concerned me and Quynn how much the darkness followed you, even though your heart emitted sweetness and innocence—full of light.” She sighed while filling our bowls with steaming soup. “Our time apart, that light has faded, hasn’t it? Even now, I sense a shell encasing your heart little by little. It makes me wonder what has happened to you, Kristen.” 
  I remained silent as she passed me the bowl and a spoon. 
  “To correct your assumption about us, we are not immortal—we age much slower than humans. Time in the realm of man goes a lot quicker than ours.  Our kind after a certain age, will not show signs of aging for centuries. We bleed and die the same as man—from the blade of a sword, an arrowheads tip finding our hearts, an enemy taking revenge—from war.” Her eyes gazed off into the fire. “Our kind suffers the same burdens as man.” She turned and gazed at me once again.  “Immortality is only for the gods—or the cursed.” 
  “The cursed, huh?” My wound throbbed harder as I took a sip of the savory soup.  The broth hot against my lips but tasted balanced with a flavor of saltiness and sweet richness from the carrots and onions. 
  “You mentioned something about not finding this place on your own,” Faylen reminded me. 
  “Yeah…” I pondered in my head about how much to tell them. “How I ended up back here wasn’t by sheer chance.  Earlier yesterday my uncle and I came down here to cut down the dead tree near the archway.” 
  “Oh, yes—the one the lightning struck.” 
  “Something or someone revealed the path to me again,” I answered. “How me and Casey ended up here this morning was because of the owl who has been following me since I left Virginia. I think she’s a Witch. I’m not sure, though.” 
 “Mm—I know who you speak of,” Faylen responded. “But why—why is she guiding you?” 
  “Is there a problem?” 
  Faylen and Quynn eyed each other. “The Witch you speak of—she goes by many names in both man and our world. Many appearances… However, her real name has disappeared from history.   In your realm, in the Greek ancient history, they knew her as the Oracle of Delphi, Pythia.  A powerful seer who many sought to get an insight about the future. In the Hebrew bible they called her ‘The Witch of Endor,’ a necromancer who summoned the spirit of Samuel under the command of King Saul.  To us—she is the cursed one known as the Sorceress of Exile.  The highest God of all realms cast her out of the grace of the 9th heaven and nature, when she broke the natural law of bringing back the dead.  No one knows her actual identity since it happened before any of us were born.  Elders have even forgotten who she was.  Only her sins were mentioned throughout the ages. She is the only oldest living Sorceress who suffers the curse of immortality, and her kin suffer a similar fate as a part of her punishment by the heavens. The Gods themselves don’t interfere and only they know of who she is. That’s why Quynn and I are not taking this lightly.” Faylen approached me once again and tugged the shoulder of my hoodie. “Take off your jacket.” 
  I glanced at her not wanting to at first, yet the sternness in her eyes swayed my decision.  I handed her the bowl of soup and then unzipped my jacket until I could open it wide and slide it down my arms.  My wound became completely exposed through my tank-top and Faylen’s fingers grazed over the wound’s throbbing black veins along my skin. 
  “As I thought…” She exhaled while analyzing it. “What has happened to you?” 
  “Do you know what this is?” I asked her. 
  “No—I don’t,” she replied. “This is unlike anything I’ve ever seen before.” 
  Quynn’s eyes saddened when I looked at him. 
  “Two weeks ago, I was on my deathbed.  No one could do anything for me, but then this woman appeared. I would have thought she was an angel. I felt my loneliest with the last minutes of life draining out of me. There was no way to survive what was happening. It was only a matter of time and I didn’t care if she was an Angel or a Demon—I didn’t want to be alone. Then she forms a dagger out of mid-air.” 
  “A dagger…” Faylen gasped. 
  “She told me everything would be ok—that eternity was her gift to me.” Her voice echoed in my mind as I remembered her soothing tone. “I believed her.  It didn’t matter anymore what would happen. I was at peace with everything—until she plunged the blade into my chest.” My hand covered the wound involuntarily.  “I felt it pierce my heart and the pain….  Before I knew it—I’d died.” 
  “What else did you see beyond your death?” Faylen was wide-eyed and curious.  Quynn had tears rolling down his cheeks as if my story broke his heart. 
  “What did I see—beyond… The darkness was all I could see in death. Nothing else—It seemed like I would never see the light again, wherever I was. But I didn’t stay dead.” I gaze directly into Faylen’s eyes. “Now I’m here.  The Witch, the owl, whoever she may be… She guided me here, and now I can see why.  It’s remembering you two. To remember this place… A place I thought never existed… Whatever her intentions are behind all this—despite her history, she is my guide through all this—and this curse.” I referred to the black wound that eased its throb. 
  “So, you’re planning to trust that ancient Sorceress with your life, even though many has died because of her?” 
  “I have no other choice,” I stated. “Whatever’s happening, she knows. If you can’t even recognize this wound, Faylen—then I must assume no one else does. Besides, she’s gonna be my teacher from now on. What’s better for a Witch than to learn from the eldest, right?” 
 “That’s really seeing the bright side of things,” Faylen responded. “In the grand scheme of things, I don’t trust her, but since she has guided you here, at least Quynn and I can watch after things just in case. Like you humans say, I gotcha back, am I right?” 
  I laughed. “You said it perfectly. It would be great for me to visit you guys again like old times.  I can only remember so much about this place and I don’t think I remember you two ever telling me about yourselves—and why Faylen, do you look like you’re from China or Korea— or from some eastern province? Not to mention all the Jade and Dragon emblems. And Quynn…” I looked at him and noticed he had stopped crying. “I want to know your story. I want to learn both your stories.” 
  Faylen finally relieved her worried expression and smiled.  “I’ll reward your enthusiasm, young one—and yes.  My tribe was from the Eastern province in China. The village was a beautiful place and known for training Summoners.” 
  “Summoners… Like the ability to summon a creature…?” 
  “Yes—my village was the home of a grand summoner, so it brought a lot of honor to our tribe to have other Elves study under him. There was even a prodigy… A noble Elven woman took pride in becoming more powerful than the grand summoner himself.” Faylen’s face saddened while talking about it. “She was his apprentice.” 
  “If it’s too hard to talk about it, you don’t have to. Just answer me this… Why are you all the way out here and not in the village somewhere?” 
  “Because—my village no longer exists.” Faylen squatted by the fire, gazing into the flames.  “I found Quynn while traveling through the northern forest known now as England and Scotland.  What an interesting place, with all the knights, kings and castles. It was unfortunate, the land had become plagued under the rule of a Demon Lord, searching for infinite power.  He had swayed the land into greed, war, and poverty—and he hunted magical creatures just so he could steal their power.  Other than that bad scenario, the magical creatures in those territories were divine.  It’s where I saw Unicorns for the first time, after meeting Quynn. He had quite the dilemma back then. I’m sure you are well aware he was born mute. However, what you might not know is—he’s telepathic.  Creatures can hear him, that’s why he has the title of ‘Guardian’.  So, he and I watch over divine magical creatures such as unicorns. Their horn holds infinite magic over time and creation.  If someone cut the horn from a Unicorn, the wielder can stop time, freeze the world or destroy and bring infinite darkness into this realm. Although, the horn itself is a mighty weapon. It can bring death to an immortal or should I say a powerful Demon Lord.” 
  “Wait—have I seen a Unicorn?” 
  “Only once, young one,” Faylen answered. 
  “What—when?” 
  “When you were a child, Quynn, and I took you to the Enchanted Sanctuary. Only he and I have the key into that realm.” 
  “Wait—we traveled to a different realm?” 
  “Yes—I surprised that memory hasn’t come back to you yet.” 
  “Okay…We need to make a plan to go.” I begged. “It would be so cool to see one.” 
  “Young one, they all say the same,” Faylen giggled. “Ok—the next time you visit, we will go.  But for now, finish eating.” She glanced over the sunlight, beaming in from under the door. “Dawn has already welcomed a new day… You might have to get home soon, am I right?” 
  I opened the door being loved by the sun and its warm light shining on my face. The night had disappeared, and the hues of oranges, reds and yellows filled the sky.  In the distance, Fairies fluttered around, awakening the flowers along the field in twinkling rainbow colors. Then I saw the tall massive trees with the Elven homes built at the top, clear as the day.  It looked like a forest kingdom with carved wood transcending architecture to its true beauty with shimmering gold reflecting off the sunlight.  The arched windows and curled twine, there was too much detail to take in all at once.  Then I went back inside with my friends and we sat, eating Faylen’s homemade soup until it was time to leave. 
 To leave my friends for another day… 
  I will be back… 
 
 CHAPTER 11 
 
 The Secrets of My Ancestor 
    
 
THE TIME WITH QUYNN AND FAYLEN gave me renewed faith in the future, after leaving their village with Casey. Quynn insisted on accompanying us back to the edge of the forest for old-times-sake.  My instinct was insinuating that more awaited me that would test my will.  The Underworld Dalia talked about wasn’t a pleasantry for someone weak willed, and the spirit is everything to a practicing Witch.  One has to attain sovereignty to withstand the darkness when the light dies out.  Now, after recovering my lost memory, I wished to get back the childhood spirit I had that would confront any challenge head on. 
  Even with my lack of confidence, there was a sliver of promise that came with the warmth of the morning sunlight shining through the leaves. Nothing evil could happen as long as I was optimistic about my own strengths and not let my weaknesses take control. I had to have faith that my inner child could find her way back and help us survive the owl known as the Cursed One. 
  For the Witch to reveal my past during this stage, then it was for a valuable reason.  She flew above in owl form and hooted, while circling high above the trees as we made our way back to the house.  “Hear me…” I shouted out to her. “I’m ready for whatever’s next, Sorceress. I will not run away and cower behind my friends through this.  No matter what this dark path will reveal, I will prevail at all costs. Even if I’m cursed — just like you.” 
  With the Witch in silence, Casey and I hiked on the same pathway, leading back to the field on the outskirts of the property. Casey trotted ahead while I remained behind as if a part of me didn’t want to leave the forest.  I glanced back, thinking about the Elven village and how safe it felt being in the company of Quynn and Faylen. They were all enchanted memories that I shared with them and I wished to continue that sense as long as possible. But suddenly I was being yanked away back to that place of darkness. 
  Even though I wanted to go back, the gloomiest part of me won as I swung my rear towards the forest and made my way to the house, using the same route from earlier to sneak in. We hurried up the balcony stairs and tiptoed pass my grandmother’s room, where I saw through the glass she was still sound asleep under the blankets.  Casey and I strolled to the center of the house without making the floorboards creak and stopped at another sliding door to the library. It was pure luck that my uncle left the door open when he went for a smoke. His filled ashtray was next to my foot as I opened the door.  Casey entered first when it was wide enough, and I accompanied her, walking onto the red Persian rug covering most of the wooden floor in the room. I slid the door closed behind me and exhaled in relief because we made it back inside unseen.  The study had the familiar musty stink of books, lined in order inside a bookcase behind a glass door of a climate-controlled atmosphere. 
  When I peeked left while searching around, I noticed my grandmother’s antique desk was in the corner with an old wooden chair, pulled out as if she was in a hurry, and forgot to push it in.  As I peered closer, the blackened table surface was ink stains from my grandmother’s work in transcribing the family journals by hand. Her calligraphy pen was next to a new black leather journal, opened to where she left off, a halfway written passage down the page. Next to it was an ancient thick bound book, the spine as broad as my hand. Its cover weathered brown and gold and embedded on it was the same symbol of the tree on my grandmother’s ring and on Quynn’s tattooed arm. 
  [image: image]
 
 I picked up the journal and flipped through the pages until I found a sketch of the tree and at the bottom the title reads, “Memoirs of Emma.” I skimmed through the pages once again without reading the words my grandmother penned by hand. “Looks like grandma was translating the journal of our families eldest ancestor, Emma.” I said to Casey.  “Her ring is the one I showed you earlier.” However, while viewing the drawn illustration of the ring, the same owl that was following me appeared on a page right before my eyes. I held the book up for Casey to see. “Look, Casey—the Witch.  Why is she depicted in our family’s oldest history…? They dated this back to the middle ages.” I swung around to the desk and opened Emma’s journal. I flipped open the pages with the tip of my sleeve, so I wouldn’t get the grease and sweat from my fingers on the paper. 
  “Grandma is gonna kill me if I mess up our oldest family heirloom.” 
  Casey sat silently on the carpet, observing me flip each page.  Time faded the texts, but it was still readable.  Many images appeared towards the end of the journal, of runic symbols, the pentacle, sketches of herbs, methods, recipes, and what appeared to be spells and short diary passages. “It seems like this started as a diary, but then became a Grimoire of sorts towards the end… Was Emma a Witch like me?” I kept searching and looking until I found a page with a detailed drawing of the owl and ring.  The image was more accurate than my grandmother’s.  Emma painted the eyes like glowing sapphires, and she drew the details to look just like the Cursed One is now. Eager to learn more, I flipped to the next page, which had a portrait of the same eyes, but on a woman with the identical Celtic tree in the corner.  I sat in the chair and pored over my grandmother’s translation. 
  “The ring of light and darkness—a druid priestess visited our kingdom from afar. Eyes of sapphire, and hair of gold.  Her presence tempted the eyes of the king’s court as if her gaze cast an unbreakable love spell to all the men that looked upon her. Who is this maiden of the forest?” 
  I glanced at Casey. “The Sorceress disguised herself as a druid priestess. It seems like she migrated a lot, but why?” 
  I read more from the passage my grandmother reworded in the explanations. “The villagers talked about her gifts from the gods.  They mentioned she was a seer—and for a price, one could have their dreams come true.   The servants say she stays alone in the deepest part of the woodlands, north over the foothills of the kingdom where I often traveled to see Quynn and Logan. I don’t like being lectured to be a lady.  I know my father wishes me to wed soon to one lord from across the sea to the northern province, but I would rather marry for love than for my father’s will. I wonder if the priestess can make my dreams come true.” 
  “Quynn—can’t be.” I thought about it for a moment. “I remember Faylen mentioning he was from the same country where my great-great-great-grandmother came from.  I knew I was missing a few greats in there, but I couldn’t believe it. The tattoo of the tree.  But our family insignia is not the tree, it’s the unicorn.  Why does the ring have the tree?” 
  I read the translations.  “To entertain her, I brought her bread on my visits through the forest and gave her company. After a while, I never thought of asking her to grant my wish.  Then on my sixteenth birthday she had the master goldsmith fashion me a ring as a gift.  Why would she give me such a beautiful ring? A ring rarer than any priceless jewelry made in our lands. Her words with the gift were grim, yet it gave hope to my desire. 
 
 -With this ring you will learn the light and darkness of your heart. Tread carefully between the desires of what you want and what is truth. Both can turn as black as the night and can bring you great pain if you don’t heed wisely. By the blessings of the nine realms, may you get what you wish for. - 



  “I never understood her words until my desires led me astray.  I did something awful and now the darkness has poisoned my heart. I’d lost the one I love for eternity.  Only she took pity on me.” 
  I sighed in distress. “What happened to Emma that made her write this?” I read further, skimming the words. Emma describes later on the druid priestess as a shapeshifter, a master of disguise. 
 
 -My teacher deceives the world with her infinite masks.  Trickery is her survival.  The owl is the one she watches over me with after my father exiled her from the land. She only confided in him he will die soon in battle. I knew it to be true with the wars raging all around us.  She has taught me about many things that would bring fear into the heart of man other than death, pestilence, war, and famine. The darkness is strong, and the light is our only hope. My dearest friend and teacher, thank you. You have taught me the realms, the heavens, the creatures, and the gods. You even gave me your true name that has become forgotten through the ages, for the sake of honouring our everlasting friendship. Freyja, I’ve locked away a piece of my soul into this ring you gave me so long ago.  My heart will stay within this crystal. To protect and watch over my kin. May eternity bless our families. Freyja, the Sorceress of Exile. May the Gods lift your curse one day. - 



  “Freyja—she gave our family her true name.” I glanced at Casey on the floor. “The Cursed One’s true name is Freyja.  They were friends—and she was also Emma’s teacher.   How can this be?” I rested back into the chair and slid into a slouch position. Staring at the ceiling, not knowing how to handle what my ancestor wrote ages ago. “That would mean, Emma was a Witch… Freyja… All this time her name remained with our family.” I glanced at the portrait once again. “But something tells me this is not her actual appearance.  Emma said she deceives the world with infinite masks. Trickery is her survival. Trickery—I guess being cursed with immortality in an aging world, one would have to have many identities—just like the vampires in novels.  Hiding is a must if you didn’t want to cause unwanted attention. But she still shows up in history, regardless. It’s like she’s leaving a trail of her existence everywhere she goes, and who knows where else she has traveled to, exploiting her magic for centuries.” I glanced at Casey. “You probably know something about her, my furry familiar.” 
  Casey got up and walked away. “Huh… As I thought. Well… Good old fashion research will have to suffice for now… I must read through this later when my grandmother’s not working on it. Perhaps she’ll let me help her translate it, so I can ask her some questions about Emma.” I glanced at the wall clock, ticking on the wall. “Sheesh—It’s six in the morning.” The exhaustion kicked in and I placed everything back on the table and then tip-toed out of the study.  Casey had already reached the end of the hallway outside our bedroom door and waited for me to join her.   When I made my way over and into the room, I plopped on the mattress with all my dirty clothes on and fell into a deep sleep. 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  It was nearly midday when I finally woke up from a dreamless nap. I headed downstairs all changed in a fresh pair of jeans and a clean, V-neck, T-shirt to start the day.  I had the goal to get my motorcycle running again and head into the next town over about ten miles from the house.  The township where I wanted to go had a shop where Wiccans, Paganist, and Spiritualists could shop for herbs, candles, crystals, and books.  There were only few places left that kept their businesses open. Most shops that used to carry similar unique items had shut down one after the other over the years.  Most items I had to buy online while practicing witchcraft with my coven. Like a saber, and a cauldron. Although, my books I found in regular books stores in the occult section where nobody looks. It wasn’t easy collecting all the items locked away in the closet.  They will have to remain in the cardboard box if I didn’t want to cause unwanted attention while staying with my family. Since Emma was a practicing Witch, my grandmother might be open to the idea. Still, I didn’t want to take the chance of her spilling the beans to my mother, who’s a hardcore Catholic and doesn’t believe in the supernatural. 
 My grandmother was already in the kitchen putting together sandwiches for lunch. “Good afternoon.” She gawked at me and then continued spreading mayo on slices of pumpernickel bread.  “Someone slept the day away.  Do you want a sandwich? Your uncle will be back soon for lunch.” 
  “Sure,” I answered. “Man—I was so exhausted.” 
  “Working for your uncle can do that,” she responded with a sideways grin. “Or maybe it’s the medicine you’re on.  I read it can make you fatigued and drowsy most of the time.” 
  “Yeah—well, if only I didn’t have to take medicine at all,” I replied. “I don’t like taking them. It clouds my head a lot.  Some days, I even feel like a Zombie.” 
  “A Zombie—we don’t need you devouring brains now. Have you made the appointment with Dr. Redfield yet?  She can prescribe something with less side-effects. 
  “Nah—I haven’t,” I answered, reluctant to do so. “I was gonna rest first for a few days before calling her office. You know, get my bearings back before doing anything else.” 
  “There’s no rush, but do it soon—to please your mother,” She answered. “You know how she is.  She was very insistent before leaving, that you get an appointment soon.” 
  “I will, grandma.” I replied. “I promise.  Besides, I wanna take the motorcycle out for a ride today, since the weather is nice.” 
  “Sure dear… Summer’s only gonna last for so long before leaving that thing in the garage most of the winter.” 
  “I’ll have the sandwich though before I do anything else.” I smiled, hoping she would make me one, and she did.  I ate it fast out in the garage while rolling the bike outside onto the gravel and leaned it on the side stand.  My full-face helmet was in the workshop laying on the counter by an old beer advertisement pinned to the wall, and right next to it on a bare nail was the keys to my bike. I grabbed both and strolled back outside. As I sat on the bike and moved it straight between my legs, the owl watched while standing perched on a branch ahead. She didn’t move, standing like a statue with her glowing eyes and just staring at me in silence. Casey barked from the closed sliding door in my grandmother’s room, but I didn’t assume she was barking at the owl. “Sorry, Casey,” I muttered while putting on the helmet and fastening the strap. “You must wait until I get back.”  I put the key in the ignition and pushed the starter button.  The engine turned over, roaring to life and drowning out the sounds of Casey barking. 
  “I’ll be back for you soon too—Freyja.” I stared back at the owl through my tinted shield. I pulled in the clutch and shifted the petal upward to first gear with my left foot, slowly releasing the clutch while cranking the throttle with my right hand simultaneously.  The tires rotated, and the bike started down the driveway.  I had to keep my feet hovering just above the ground, not going too fast since my tires were not good on the rocky terrain.  The back tire skidded off to the side a few times and I had to use my feet to keep the bike leveled. Soon I was sailing down towards the end of the road where it was nothing but smooth asphalt.  Once both tires rolled onto the street, I cranked the throttle hard causing the motorcycle to speed up. I slowed-up at the stop sign below the hill and turned right, letting the engine rip as I quickly shifted into second. The bike raced fast along the windy roads and then shifted up to third to gain even more speed.  Within seconds it had reached sixty miles per hour. I gave it even more gas as I felt the amazing sensation of the engine rumbling beneath me. 
  The adrenaline added to the whipping of the wind pushing against my body. It always gave me such a rush while racing along the empty roads, which was nothing compared to the city. Where there was so much traffic, it was always a risk riding and getting hit by a car on the highways.  It didn’t have the scenery either, the green mountains and the long-stretches of farmlands and cornfields that all seemed to rush by. 
 While enjoying the view, I rode passed Flannigan’s farm while crossing into the next township. The Sheriff’s car parked near the house caught my eye and old-man Flannigan himself was out, squatting in the field.  It appeared unusual watching them look down at something, which I couldn’t see from the road. I slowed up along the side and then turned into his driveway. 
  In the distance, I could see that he and the Sheriff were next to a dead cow covered in flies. Something tore its insides out, whatever it was chomped on its thighs and ribs too.  Then Sheriff Reynolds noticed me coming and he waved his arms for me to stop. “Halt there,” He yelled.   I parked close to the field where they were standing and got off the bike. The sheriff didn’t appear too friendly, that’s until I removed my helmet. 
  “Hey Sheriff—what’s going on?” 
  “Kristen,” His face creased into a smile when he recognized me. “My damn… Look what the wind blew in, Leroy.”  He glanced at me in surprise. “Good lord, your uncle didn’t say you were back in town.” 
  “I arrived only a day and a half ago,” I answered. “So, I haven’t got around to seeing everyone.” 
  Old man Flannigan approached us. “My word Patrick… The Brenner girl is back in town.”  His country accent felt like home and he gave me a welcoming hug. 
  “What’s going on?” I glanced over at the cow. 
  “Looks like a bear went wild and tore up Ole Shelly over there.” Sheriff Reynolds pointed out. “Poor girl. She was your prized cow in last year’s county fair, Leroy.” 
  “I told you, Patrick—these aren’t Bear marks!” Flannigan gave him an annoyed glare. “There are Wolf prints all over the property coming from the north of the woods.” 
  “A Wolf did this?” The Sheriff was wide eyed. “Come-on, Leroy now.  We both know wolves don’t come around these parts.” 
  “I’m telling you, it’s a wolf.” He walked over a patch of dirt where the grass hadn’t grown. “Look here… These paw prints weren’t made by a Bear. It’s a Wolf. I could recognize them anywhere.  The folks up at the Canadian border and upstate New York have similar incidents happening on their land.  God help us if it has migrated down here. It’s a Wolf—I know it.” 
  “What incidences?” I asked, not recalling what they were talking about. 
  “Just a series of wild animal attacks lately, up the northern part of New York and Canada.” The Sheriff answered, in grief. “These prints are rather large for a common Wolf.” He knelt down with Flannigan over the large print. “If a Wolf did this, it has grown larger than a Yukon or a Grey Wolf.” 
  “Looks almost like a Dire Wolf.” Flannigan analyzed more by tracing the indents in the dirt. 
  “Now you’ve been guzzling that whiskey too much,” The Sheriff chuckled. “There’s no way in damn hell it’s a Dire Wolf. They’ve been extinct for centuries… So, how in this God forsaken world would one just spring up out of nowhere and not get seen by the public? Nah—this is evolution or something, it’s not a prehistoric creature.” 
  “But look at the size, Patrick!” Flannigan added. “Evolution don’t get this big—Look at the dang size, it could be as big as a Grizzly or larger.”   
  “Damn—Dire Wolf or not, this incident has crossed into my jurisdiction. It means this is my problem now… Are you and the boys in the mood for a hunt? You can finally use that Marlin you keep locked away since you retired from hunting.” 
  “Patrick… I’ll come out of retirement to bring down this thing.  This is a real problem with a Wolf this big running around these woods.” He sighed, nodding his head. “I’ll call’em up.” Flannigan and the Sheriff stood up and then they looked at me. 
  “You should get going, Brenner.” Sheriff Reynold’s suggested. “And try to get home before dark until we catch this so-called Wolf. It seems to only attack at night, based on the other reports. So, I’m gonna start a curfew for everyone to take safety inside their homes after dark. In all the neighboring towns, I’ll call the department in high-pointe to keep their eyes and ears open—just in case it travels that far.” 
 “Be safe, Kristen,” Flannigan added. “Be sure to let your grandmother and uncle know about what’s goin’ on. This is a serious matter, so I don’t want to hear that y’all had a run’in with this thing.” 
  “I will,” I reassured them. 
  The way they spoke about the situation, it seemed like the mountain was no longer a safe place at night.  It made me recall the morning of venturing out in the darkness, and nothing happened. No large creature attacked me, yet a cow died by a predator only five miles from my grandmother’s house. It made me wonder, if I were to visit the Elven village again soon, I would have to tread carefully if there was a large wolf roaming the forest in the darkness. 
  Of all creatures to mention… 
  A Dire Wolf… 
 
 CHAPTER 12 
 
 Five Corners 
 
WHY WOULD FLANNIGAN MENTION A DIRE WOLF? Of all creatures to suspect, it had to be a prehistoric animal that has been extinct for centuries. It was next to impossible for one to survive after all this time and later cause mayhem across the state of New York, all the way down here in northwestern New Jersey. I couldn’t accept that such a beast could still roam the earth; however, the paw prints I saw on Flannigan’s property were gigantic. It was larger than that of the Gray wolf which is the largest species reported. The sight of the large paw print sent chills up my spine as I thought of how big it must be. 
  Sheriff Patrick had every legitimate right and concern to notify the other townships of the matter and set up a curfew. The bite marks I observed on Ole Shelly’s body were as gruesome as they come. “I hope the Sheriff catches it soon.” I proclaimed as the roaring engine drowned out my voice. 
  After traveling for another ten minutes, away from the farm, I noticed in the distance an old two-story house along the side of the roadway. I remembered the route by heart. I spotted the familiar weathered red paint and turned into the gravel parking lot beside the house that had wooden stumps spread out as markers for patrons.  I stopped the bike near the border where I noticed the paint peeling off the siding, and the arched stained-glass windows still elegant and bright since my last visit.  I took a deep breath and basked in the homey smell of blooming flowers. 
  During my childhood, Uncle Rainer told me about the history of the Tate property and that it was older than other homes in the proximity. In the early 30s Mrs. Tate turned it into a spiritual store, but before that, her family built the house in the 18th century during the American Revolutionary War. Her family lived there for generations, longer than any other founding member who’d established residence on the mountain. Unlike most original representatives, Mrs. Tate was also one of my grandmother’s odd friends who had a specific interest in traditional remedies.  The towns-people would show up at the house at all hours of the day for medicines to cure their illnesses, when physicians were scarce in the county. Many would travel at least an hour to the nearest doctor or a decent hospital to get a simple checkup for their ailments, but the Tate family were the closest practitioners in the arts of natural medicine. 
  When Mrs. Tate’s husband was alive, it was an average convenience store. But behind the property she took care of sick patients, inside a wooden shed next to a glass greenhouse where she used to grow her herbs. However, Mr. Tate died after their fifth child was born.  From what my grandmother told me, one day, he plunged off the roof of the house while repairing it before winter. Though, the height wasn’t the reason he died.  The home wasn’t tall enough, he cracked his skull on a boulder sticking up out of the ground. 
  It was the darkest day in town when he died, and a few months afterwards his oldest son died in a car accident. Later, his second son drowned in the Quarry.  It was odd how all the men died in the household and the three sisters remained fine.  The second daughter is the mother of my friend and classmate, Bethany. Although, she moved closer to the city for work as a nurse. However, it was strange how all the daughters in the family continued into the medical field just like their mom.  Bethany used to claim it was her calling as if it was the will of fate for her to become a healer. However, all the other women and grandchildren moved elsewhere and the sole one who remained close to home was Bethany, who lives in Patterson.  She helped to re-paint the sign hung above the porch steps by chains every year for her grandmother.  Five Corners, the sign said and illustrated along the side was a black cat with its long tail underlining the words. 
 I leaned the bike on its kickstand and detached my helmet to take it off.  The calm gust of the north swept through my hair, emitting a lavender scent that grew around the property. Immediately, all my anxieties regarding the wolf dissipated. The minute I stuck my helmet on the edge of the handlebar, my cell-phone vibrated inside my crammed jean pocket.  It was a text notification from Bethany. It mystified me she would text me the same time I arrived at her family home. 
    
  -HEY GIRL! PHYLA MENTIONED YOU WERE BACK IN THE AREA. IF THAT’S TRUE AND SHE’S NOT BULLSHITTING ME, WE SHOULD TOTALLY SPEND TIME TOGETHER AT MY PLACE LATER. JAYLEN WOULD LOVE TO SEE HER GODMOTHER, AND I WOULD REALLY LOVE TO SEE YOU TOO.  SO, HIT ME UP SOON IF IT’S A YAY OR NAY. XOXO P. S… SERIOUSLY!!! TEXT ME BACK! - 
    
  “Dang-it—Phyla. Just when I wanted to keep things on the down-low.” Crazy Phyla meant well by telling Bethany that I was here, but I didn’t want to meet anybody with all the odd events developing.  “Ah—what am I gonna do.” 
  I finally texted Bethany back. 
    
  -HEY, BETH… 
  YEAH, I’M BACK HOME FOR THE MOMENT- 
    
  -OMG… CAN YOU COME OVER THIS EVENING? PLEASE!!!- 
    
  I wavered on responding, but suddenly the phone buzzed.  “Crap.” She was trying to call.   I swiped to answer. “Hey Beth.” 
  “Girl, you’re comin’ right?” 
  “I don’t think so… There’re a lot of things to do today and the Sheriff announced a curfew.” 
  “Oh, come on. I’ll order a pizza tonight—on me.” Beth persuaded me. “Phyla is bringing Jason and Wren later. Pharah might stop by too.” 
  “So, the whole gang is getting together then?” I didn’t seem convinced that it was true. “How’s that even possible when I haven’t even agreed on anything?” 
  “Phyla said you would come if I mention she’s coming too.” 
  “Ha-ha—you two are conspiring together now?” 
  “It would mean a lot if you stopped by.” Guilt trip much? “We haven’t seen you in forever and it’s not fair that Pharah and Phyla got to see you before me.” 
  I rolled my eyes. “Alright—I’ll stop by later, but only for two hours. There’s strange shit going on over here, Beth.  Flannigan’s Farm had an animal attack last night.” 
  “What—is he ok?” 
  “Yeah—he’s fine.  But Ole Shelly, not so good. They’re saying a wolf made a meal-out-of her last night.” 
  “A wolf—in these parts? No way.” 
  “I saw the tracks myself.  They were definitely pawed-prints from a wolf.  A large one ...  Looks like it’s been trailing down from the Canadian border.” 
  “That’s right. It’s been on the news for the past two weeks now. They did say something about a large animal, but nothing about it being a wolf though.” 
  “Well—I’m at your grandmother’s right now.  Gonna give her a heads-up about the situation and the Sheriff’s announcing a curfew until he catches the thing.” 
  “Thanks, Kris.  I’m sure she’s secure in the house.  Besides, she hardly ever leaves the estate, anyway.  If the attack was that bad I might just call Sheriff Patrick myself. Just to get a better idea of what’s going on... But you will come here regardless of animal attacks and what-nots, right?” 
  “Yeah, I’ll see you later.” 
  “Tell Gran to give you the family price, okay. See you later.” Then she hung up the phone. 
  I sighed in grief.  “Damn—Phyla.  You know it’s hard for me to say no to her.” 
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I got off the bike and walked over to the front steps.  As I stepped on the wood boards it creaked under my weight and the porch looked as if no one cleaned nor stained it in a long time. I strolled by another wide stained-glass window with the druid symbol, triskele, on it. Bethany’s family originated from Ireland so, Mrs. Tate embellished her home with Celtic symbols on the wind chimes, hanging from the landing, and a cross nailed on the front of the thick wooden door. On it was a rusted iron knocker, shaped like a wolf’s head.    
   
  Before I could knock on the door, Mrs. Tate called out, “Come in, dear.” I gingerly opened the door and immediately caught a whiff of incense.  The aroma filled my nose right away, the sage sticks burning throughout the house held a wave of warmth that enveloped me as I stepped inside. Straight ahead, the bookshelf drew my attention as I closed the door behind me.  Mrs. Tate had stacked hundreds of books to the ceiling, and next to the bookcase was a coffee-table and brown leather chairs for people to sit and read. 
  To the right, near the stained-glass window of the maiden and flowers, the sunlight decorated the floor with vibrant colors of reds, yellows, and blues. Next to the window were built-in shelves inside the walls. The shelves were being used to display crystals of all shapes, colors and sizes, lined up on all four shelves inside the space.  In front, there was a glass case on top of a red antique rug, encasing expensive crystal balls, mounted on display stands on top of pink Himalayan sea salt. 
  To the left of the house, Mrs. Tate sat in a chair behind the counter. With a brass antique register as one of the many historical displays they had left since the original convenience store and a small credit card machine. “Hey, Mrs. Tate!” I announced.  Her hair was still bright golden blonde like the last time I saw her. She still had the same kindness in her emerald eyes as she gazed up at me, from a hardcover book she was reading. 
  “Kristen, my dear.” She gave me a welcoming smile while closing the book and laying it on the counter.  As she tried to stand up, I rushed over to her. 
  “Don’t get up for my sake, Mrs. Tate.” 
  “Come here.” She tugged me closer to her height and wrapped her frail arms around me. “Welcome home.” 
  “How’s it going, Mrs. Tate?” 
  “You’ve grown so much—let me have-a look at you.” She gazed into my eyes. “Oh, dear…” Her smile turned into a frown. “A bit bleak are we? Tell me what happened for your eyes to be so grey?” 
  I nodded my head puzzled by her response. “Grey?” 
  “The eyes are the windows to the soul.” Mrs. Tate’s tender hand caressed my face. “The heart needs time to mend, my dear… In time your eyes will sparkle with light once again.” 
  “You read me so well, Mrs. Tate,” I replied even though her words were cryptic. 
  “What did you need?  Did your grandmother sent you here for her usual supply?” she asked, and I shook my head no. “Don’t tell me you’re here just to visit an old woman.” 
  “It’s always a pleasure to see you Mrs. Tate, but I need a few things for myself, like sage and rose quartz. You still have them stocked, am I right?” 
  “You know where they are.” She glanced over at the crystal collection. “By the way… There was a new shipment last week from Europe and now I have the new items in the back, if you want to look at them first.  There are some things you might be interested in—and I’m sure your grandmother would like to find out as well about my latest collection.” 
  “New inventory,” I said. “Now, I definitely need to check it out. But before I forget—I stopped by Flannigan’s farm on the way.  It turns out there was a wild animal attack.” 
  “Oh, dear—this is not good,” she looked concerned and suddenly started searching under the counter, rummaging through the lower shelf. 
  “Sheriff Patrick has started a curfew until someone catches the creature—and I already told Bethany about it.” 
  “Oh, there it is,” Mrs. Tate announced in relief as she pulled out a black beaded bracelet. “Give me your wrist, dear.” I showed her my left arm, and she wrapped the hemp string with obsidian pearls around my wrist four times and tied a knot. “Never take this off when you walk outside—Never… Whatever you do, don’t forget to wear this, even if you go into town, never leave home without it.” 
 “It’s beautiful—thank you, but why the concern, Mrs. Tate?  You act like something’s gonna happen if I don’t wear this.” 
  “As much of a brave girl you are, some things you just need a little extra help to move along unnoticed. These stones will only conceal you for a while, but I warn you, Kristen—follow your gut.  It will never fail you when the time comes.” 
  The look on her face was serious.  “I will… My instinct will never fail me—and I’ll never take this off.” 
  “That gives me much ease, dear. Now go take a peek and get what you need. But try not to make too much noise back there… We have two other customers in the back as well.” 
  “Okay, Mrs. Tate…” I headed towards the back of the house where she had a row of shelves lined up with no backing to enclose the items. The sunlight could shine in through the windows, brightening the space and keeping the room airy and not so cluttered. 
  While walking further in I noticed the two customers she mentioned, standing in the fourth row. A male and female.  The man had curly blonde hair and wore a pair of glasses while reading from a goddess book. He had on a black button-up shirt contrasted with a gray vest and matching slacks.  His belt buckle caught my attention right away from afar. It was of a golden pyramid with a black diamond eye as if it were a custom crest.  He also wore on his left ring finger a gold ring similar to the design. 
  The woman he was with had dark shoulder length hair, straight as silk, and pale skin. Her dark eyeliner was thick and elaborate with pointed ends nearly touching the end of her sharp brow. The lipstick she wore was bright red, and it was the only color she had on compared to her all black attire. She wore a short, skinned-tight dress, her waist covered with a corset, emphasizing her curved slender body. She was taller than me in a pair of knee-high leather heeled boots. 
  They both looked alluring, and the energy was seductive in a way that made my higher abdomen throb. I could barely pull my eyes away because I wanted to continue to stare at them, and the woman, who captivated my vision the most.  It was obvious from their attire they were not from the area.  They looked like city people, however, something was familiar about the man.  He glanced up at me from the book he was skimming, with a smile that made my solar plexus pulse harder.  The woman glanced my way and scowled with her devious black eyes. I cleared my throat and scanned the shelves, looking through the products.  Suddenly, I found a new statue of Lilith on the shelf.  I approached it, amazed at the Sumerian adaptation. The design of the body and wings were curled with the biblical snake wrapped around her waist. 
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 “She’s beautiful—don’t you think?” The mysterious man spoke from behind. 
  “Lilith…?” I glanced at him. “Yeah, she’s not bad for the first woman God ever made.” 
  “Ah—So, you’re aware the story of Lilith then.” He acted astonished by my answer. “Most only learned about poor Eve.  The notorious story of Adam and Eve and the great sin.” 
  “I rarely bring up subjects like that, not unless I want to get a mouthful about it. –But yeah, God created Lilith as Adam’s first wife. The folklore says she and Adam had a dispute because she didn’t want to always be in the submissive position.  We both learn she left the Garden of Eden after that dilemma and mated with other creatures from other realms.   Then came the birth of Demons, her as mother and Queen, while Eve created the first original sin of picking the apple from the tree and feeding it to Adam.  That’s when you end up with a realm full of humans exiled from paradise.” I laughed to myself. “I don’t understand how someone can hold myths like that so close to heart. People twisted many stories over time for a dramatic effect.” 
  “What makes you say that…?” He raised his brow in curiosity. 
  “I think there’s more to it. It can’t just be all about sin and defying God. There’s so much about this world and beyond we don’t see. Beautiful things of both light and dark.” 
  “What an intriguing thought…?” He seemed to have taken an interest in my views. “Did you know Lilith in her lust for dominance became the first original Demoness?” 
  “No, I didn’t…” 
  “A Queen she had become, but only because being away from God’s light and divine energy, the darkness had changed her. Lust drove her to leave the garden and the light… Lust is what she became…  Lilith was the first true Succubus to haunt the night. Then by embracing the darkness, it became her only means of survival.  A cursed existence you would say. An everlasting damnation. The same curse that doomed her kin to the night. It’s either survive or die... There’s no fairness in it, don’t you think?” 
  “Hmm… Interesting perspective…” His adaptation of the story was unusual, but I didn’t challenge his point of view. “You must like studying myth and folklore then.” 
  “I do…” He answered while lifting the relic in his hand. “The folklore of this world fascinates me. What’s not to like…?” He looked me in the eye. The woman by his side stood close next to him laying her arm over his shoulder. 
  “I’m Derex.” His hand extended out as he placed Lilith back on the shelf. “Derex Theodore Van Horn.” 
  I shook his hand. “Well, Derex.  I’m Kristen—Kristen Brenner.” 
  “Ah—Kristen.” His crooked smile became unsettling in my gut as I sensed a dark aura around him. “What a lovely name. A name worthy of such serene beauty… This is Lady Nora.” He referred to his companion. 
  “Lady—Nora?” 
  “Yes,” she finally responded in an erotic subtle tone, while extending her hand towards me, like a lady of nobility wanting me to kiss her hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Kristen.” 
  I just gently grabbed her hand and didn’t even squeeze, then let go, noticing how cold her hands felt. “You two stand out quite a lot. I assume you’re not from around here?” 
  “You assume correct, dearest,” Derex answered. “We’re here on business for the time being, and I noticed this quaint little shop while driving through town.” 
  “It’s quite charming,” Nora stared, making the air awkward. 
  “Really? Now—that’s cool.” I responded, trying hard not to look her in the eye. “And yeah—this is the only place for miles with these types of items. And it’s actually a historical site.” 
  “I can tell by the air,” Derex inhaled deep and closed his eyes. “This house has experienced many events in its long life.” He opened them again and looked directly at me. “Are you a local?” 
 “Yeah—I’m staying a few towns over.” 
  “Mmmm—I like you.” 
  “That’s very direct.” 
  “Oh, not in the way you think,” he tried to explain. “I meant to say. It feels familiar talking to you.  Like an instant connection. I apologize if I’m making you feel—uncomfortable.” 
  “Nah—you’re ok. I kinda thought the same too.  I feel like I’ve met you before, but I just can’t place it.” 
  “Humm—perhaps we’re just kindred spirits in the mix of a vast universe.” He handed me his card with his cell number and email. “I want us to stay connected while I’m down here.  We can get a coffee sometime, you, Nora, and I.” 
  “Yeah—sure, anytime.” 
  “Fabulous,” he answered. “Just a question though. What brings you to a shop like this—and you seemed to be searching for items, am I right?  I heard you tell the miss over there you needed sage and rose quartz. It almost seems like you’re practicing the craft as well.” 
  “Um—I do a little… But not as much though. I just moved back here from Virginia.” 
  He came close until his lips were a whisper away. “Were you in a Coven?” 
  I gasped in hesitation and ended up gazing into Nora’s dark cold eyes. “Yes…” 
  “I can sense you were.  Broken... Betrayed is my guess.” 
  “Oh, you guessed right, Lord Derex,” Nora smiled as she watched my eyes widened. 
  “How did you…?” 
  “I’m a practitioner myself. Nora, here, is one of my loyal members.” 
  “Which hand do you practice for?” 
  “The dark...” Derex smiled as if he perceived it wouldn’t bother me. 
  “Why am I not surprised?” 
  “I like how calm you are about things… The sight of us would repulse a white witch — and she’d banish me and poor Nora. Many times, they have shunned my beautiful Nora, for her immense knowledge in both the light and dark arts.” 
  “Why did you choose the dark?” 
  “Because how else would you be able to protect yourself from someone who wishes you harm? Learning black magic and learning the craft is like learning about every way another witch, wizard, or warlock could put a curse on you.” 
  His response and the word ‘curse’ intrigued me, hearing him speak so passionately about the dark.  I became so fixated the wound on my chest throbbed, making my heart ache. “It makes sense about protecting yourself against curses.” 
  “If you studied what poisons can do the most harm, it could save your life or another’s. If you don’t understand the bad side, then how will you have full understanding of things?  Dark and light are missing pieces to each other.  Combine them back together, you have the best view of the house. Nothing would get pass you.” 
  “Makes sense—I never thought of it that way.” 
  “Perhaps it could have helped you out in your predicament.” Nora approached me and came close to my neck where the tip of her nose touched my skin and whispered. “You still have the smell of death on you… And something more...” 
  “I sense the same,” my voice matched hers. 
  “The next time we meet, bring the necklace, bracelet, and the crystal ball,” she ordered, but it confused me. “You know the ones I’m talking about—Aphrodite.” 
  “Nora is superb at sensing cursed objects and the affliction on its victim,” Derex responded. “Do as she asks.  Since it might be for your own well-being.” 
  “How do you know…? No one knows what I have in my possession.” 
  She giggled. “I have many skills—and so do you, Kristen. We can sense our own.” Nora circled around me, not taking her eyes away from mine. “You haven’t stopped staring at me.” 
 “Neither have you.” 
  “What do you feel right now with me standing so close?” Nora’s hand gently caressed my face with her cold fingertips and rested her forehead on mine. 
  Images rushed in my thoughts the moment our heads touched.  Horrific sights of a Witch being burnt at the stake, hung, drowned, and buried alive in a tomb. Each time someone different resurrected her.  The last one, Derex face appeared in my mind before the vision stopped. “Cold—and sad.” 
  Nora’s face became serious at my response as we stared at each other. “I hope you bring what I ask, youngling of the tempest. Then, maybe I’ll be able to answer some of your questions.” 
  “What did you just call me?” I recalled the Cursed One, Freyja, calling me the same thing the first time we talked. 
  “You will soon find out—But to ease your heart, Derex and I mean you no harm. It’s just sad to see one of my own suffer such betrayal within a circle. Believe me, a fate worse than death will be given to them for their treachery.” 
  “Call me, Kristen,” Derex answered. “Let’s get together like this again, but with the items and we can talk more then. It will thrill Nora and me to see you again if you agree.” He glanced at his watch. “Oh my, it’s time for us to be on our way.” 
  “Pity how time goes by fast in this world,” she said. “You have somewhere else to be before dark, am I right…?” It shocked me on how knowledgeable she was. “Make sure you stay aware tonight.  Derex and I received the news earlier about the wolf attack.” 
  “Mm—I wonder if they will catch him.” Derex walked towards the exit and Nora followed close behind, finally taking her eyes off me.   “I heard this particular wolf has been hard to catch. Like he disappears until he strikes again. Be sure to stay safe, Kristen—Until next time.” 
  After our conversation, he and Nora left through the front door to a black limo waiting on the side of the road. “What a strange couple,” I uttered softly to myself. Who were they? And why do I feel like I’ve met him before? 
  Nora… 
 
 CHAPTER 13 
 
 Old Friends Gather 
 
WHAT A STRANGE COUPLE! Derex and Nora—Who are they? The images from her still lingered inside my mind like a motion picture, replaying frightening experiences I couldn’t comprehend. Burning, drowning, suffocating. It all remained present with me as if I was Nora herself, in the flesh.   Even the chills from being touched by her never faded and the misery created a home inside my soul.  How was it all possible to experience first-hand someone else’s suffering? It consumed me as I arrived in front of Bethany’s townhome, on the rough side of Patterson.  I backed the bike between two cars that hardly had enough space for me to park. 
  Bethany and Jaylen waited on the top stoop as I got off my motorcycle and locked the front wheel with a padlock.  This wasn’t the best area to leave a vehicle unlocked, it wasn’t the best area to leave anything of value for that matter. Unlike my township where I could leave my bike unattended and it would be fine. I scanned the silent street and tugged on the motorcycle lock to ensure it was secure. Once I unlatched the lock and entered the walkway, Jaylen sprinted faster than a bunny, wrapping her short arms around my waistline, squeezing me as hard as she could. 
  “About time you got here,” Beth greeted. 
  “Auntie Kris,” Jay always called me. “Welcome back.” 
  “Hey, Kiddo!” I dropped my helmet on the strip of grass and boosted her into my arms. “How’s my little girl doin’? Have you been good to your ma?” I then tickled her. Her freckled dimples smiled wider than the crescent moon, and shinier than any beacon of light on the gloomiest of days. If anybody can heal my damaged heart, it would be this little lady, no taller than my hips, wiggling and snickering in my arms. “Stop,” Jay laughed loud enough for the neighbors to overhear us. 
  “Have you...?” I kept tickling her until she broke. 
  “Yes,” she giggled, and I set her down to get a good look at her. 
  “My gracious, you look bigger. You’re not so little anymore.” 
  “I grew ten inches since the last time you visited, Auntie!” 
  I rested my hand on the top of her head and measured her against me. “Oh—yes you have. You’ve grown into a big girl now.  Maybe mommy will let me take you for a cruise on the bike.” 
  “No-no,” Beth retorted quickly. She came up to us dressed in jean shorts and a baggy t-shirt. Then she swung her arms around me in a delicate embrace. Her thick, red, wavy locks brushed against my face with the whiff of peach-smelling shampoo. “How was the ride over? Was there any traffic?” 
  “It was good,” I acknowledged her. “Not too rough but come-on—isn’t she seven now?” 
  “Please mommy?” Jay glanced up at her with sad puppy eyes. 
  “No means no. Not until your teens — and you have ways to go before you’re even the right age, my little princess.  No rides with Auntie Kris until then.” 
  “Aww—sorry Jay.  Mommy makes the rules.” 
  Jay pulled at my arm wanting me to continue inside the house. “Come in, Auntie. I have to show you the new game mommy got me for my birthday.” 
  “Oh, that’s right, you turned seven this summer.” I knelt down on one knee to be at eye level. “I’m sorry for missing out on your big day, Kiddo.” 
  “It’s ok—mommy said you were sick. Did you get the card I made for you?” 
  “Yes, I did,” I hugged her. “Thank you. It really pushed me to get better quick.” I kissed her forehead. 
  “She tugged at my arm again as I let go. “Come on, let’s play before supper.” 
  “Jay, sweetheart,” Beth had a firm stare. “Let your Auntie Kris rest for a moment. She did have a long ride getting here. Play by yourself for now and she will be in shortly to join you.” 
 “I’ll be right there, Kiddo.” 
  “Okay, mommy.” She let go of my arm and stormed inside. 
  “OMG, Beth, she’s so cute!” 
  “How are you really?” Beth cut to the chase. 
  “I’m okay.” 
  “Bullshit… I’ve missed you a lot—you don’t have to pretend everything is cool.” 
  “Did Phyla tell you what happened?” 
  “Only a little. She didn’t go into the details about it.  Just enough to understand what was going on—but I sensed it was serious.” 
  I exhaled and peered around the neighborhood once again. “Why did you move here?” I changed the subject. “This is not the finest place to raise Jay. And it’s not like you’re with Cliff anymore. Don’t you miss home?” 
  “Trust me… I miss home more than anybody realizes,” Beth replied. “Every summer and holidays I drive Jay to her grandmother’s… Only because I want her to learn our family history and about the house.  Even when tragedy hits our household or whatever omen sent my grandpa and uncles to heaven early, the love and the spirits still radiates brighter than any place.” 
  “Does she like it there?” 
  “Yeah, she loves it there.  My grandmother is wonderful with her and me—even though my mother cut me out of her life completely.” Beth stared at me. “I might move back home next year with Jay and transfer to Sussex. I’ll just have to suck-up the lesser income, but it might be worth it, since Jay doesn’t have a father anymore for visits.” 
  “Does he at least pay child support?” 
  Beth shrieked. “Huh—you mean the social security he squanders on booze and his next fix. Nah—his sorry ass has been arrested twice already for not paying child support, so that ship has sailed a long time ago. I’m not getting any form of help from him. Not every father is like Phyla’s Jason, who’s so perfect with Wren and Jay.” 
  “I’m sorry, girl.” 
  “I have to think about raising her myself, Kris—there’s not enough options left and to be honest, I can’t do it by myself. This shit scares me half-to-death, but I gotta be strong even though I want to sit in a corner and cry myself to sleep every night, you know.” Beth sighed, her eyes welling up. “It’s been so stressful, trying to juggle everything.  Phyla, Pharah, and Jason have been an incredible support through all this, saving me from going crazy…” 
  “What about your grandmother?” 
  “My grandma has been urging me to move back home for a long while now. She says a Tate woman is always safer and happier, closer to home, where our ancestors watches our backs.” 
  “I kinda know what she means. It’s wonderful to be at home among family and friends—and it feels safer. It’s probably because we have so much history in that town, it offers us a stronger understanding of familiarity and stability. Our family’s establishing a fresh start in this young country, leaving behind the past to build a new future. It’s something that lives with us from family to family. I’ve realized that now, that the best place to be is with my family and home. It’s where I’m at my clearest, trailing the backwoods of Blackash or riding my bike around town, like today.” 
  “What actually went-on down there?” Beth asked. “Last I overheard, you were in school and working, acing your classes; then it all slid downhill. Like you spiraled out of control and sank into a shadowy abyss.” 
  “That’s an unusual way of describing it. Actually, quite a few things went on, but it’s not worth reliving—at least for right now. I’m here with you and Jay, and I haven’t eaten much, so I’m starving.” 
  Beth laughed, “Come-on—I’ll order an extra-large Meatlovers.” 
  “Is Phyla actually coming over tonight?” 
  “Hell yeah,” she chirped, as we stepped inside the house and the door closed behind us. “Maybe I should order three extra-larges.” 
 “That’s a lot.” 
  “Well, Phyla eats a lot.” Beth and I chuckled because it was the bona fide truth.  Phyla could consume a pie by herself with no help. 
 
 ✽ ✽ ✽ 


  Meanwhile, during the wait for the Pizza I sat with Jay playing her new game in the living room. Beth was upstairs in the bedroom, changing into something more decent for the evening since we would have guests. Suddenly, the doorbell rang.   
  “I’ll get it!” I yelled out to Beth from the staircase banister near the front door. As I approached the door, my gut throbbed and tightened. I grasped it, panting as if the blood in my veins burned hot like hell fire. 
  The doorbell rang once again, only making the sensation more intense when I reached for the doorknob. It only got worse as I turned it and cracked the door open and tried to peek out to see who it was.  I didn’t expect long black hair and while opening the door a little more, pale skin and dark eyes came into view along with a familiar face. “Claudia…” She wore skinny black jeans and a white shoulder-less blouse with bell sleeves. My eyes immediately went to her ample cleavage, straining against the top. 
  Claudia calmly smiled while I stood there slack jawed, gaping like an idiot. What the hell was she doing here……. At my friend’s house? She didn’t act surprised at all as we stared at each other. “Hello again, Kristen.” Her sweet, sexy voice broke the trance I had on her curvaceous body. 
  Even though she spoke, my eyes strayed, checking out her legs, down to the black stiletto heels she wore. “What are you…” I tried to ask, but the words died in my throat as my scar throbbed. 
  “It’s good to see you again—and looking more rested I see.” Claudia responded and moved in for a hug.  Her hand gently clutched my waist in an embrace until the aroma of her perfume overwhelmed my senses. “I had no idea you were a friend of Bethany’s.” 
  Claudia’s answer astonished me. It couldn’t be just a coincidence for her to be here of all places, especially after the hospital nightmare and the mere fact she wasn’t human at all. “You’re friends with Beth…” 
  “Well—yeah, we were enrolled in the same college.” 
  When she answered it seemed false according to my throbbing gut. Why was I so tense around her? 
  “She and I were this close.” Claudia crossed her fingers. 
  “Um…” I still had trouble talking. 
  “May I come in?” 
  “Oh, yeah…” I opened the door wide enough for her to enter. “Come in…” 
  Claudia stepped over the threshold after the invite. “Thank you—Where’s Beth?” She glanced around, then looked directly upstairs as if she already knew without me telling her. 
  “She’s just getting changed.” I wanted to say something more, but it was impossible to think of anything. “You look beautiful—in that outfit.” I finally mustered up a compliment. 
  “Thank you—Like I was saying before, you seem rested. More aware.” 
  “I don’t feel like a zombie on the meds anymore if that’s what you’re insinuating—but I do feel more rested after getting some legitimate sleep at home.” 
  “That’s good…” Her tone mellowed out while we stood close together next to the staircase. “Are you happy to be home again?” 
  “Yeah—What have you been up to?” 
  “Oh, I’ve been here and there,” Claudia answered, not being straightforward. 
  “Are you still working at the hospital?” 
  “No,” she answered. “I already accomplished what I needed to do over there.” 
  “Accomplished…?” Her answers were cryptic. “So, you quit.” 
  “Uh-huh.” Claudia nodded. 
  “Hey, you two…” Beth finally came down in a black button-up blouse and the same jeans from earlier. She now had on make-up to cover-up most of her freckles, and dark-eyeliner to contrast her green eyes. “Do you two know each other?” She glanced back and forth at us. 
 “Yes…” Claudia answered. “She stayed at the same hospital I worked.” 
  “Wow—what a small world,” Beth was wide-eyed and excited. “You should have told me Claudia that Kris was there.” 
  “I didn’t know this was your Kris. There are a lot of Brenner’s in the world.” 
  “But I showed you a picture of her.” 
  “Beth, you know perfectly well I don’t remember faces,” Claudia tried to produce an excuse. “You could show me faces a hundred times, and I’d still forget. It’s a miracle I even remembered the name you told me.” 
  “Claudia—you’re impossible.” She shook her head. 
  “Sorry,” she smiled. 
  “So, you two met while in college?” I asked Beth. 
  “Hell yeah—this woman standing before you had all the professors under her fingernails.” 
  “Now Beth—Don’t fill Kristen’s head with false stories.” 
  “No—she should hear this. The Miss over here is smart as a whip and more cunning than any woman I know. We became friends because a professor was treating me unfairly—only so he could force me to date him. So, he always gave me a D in class—and there was no way of proving that he was wrongfully giving me low scores so he could sway me to have an affair with him. He knew I was a single mother, and I desperately needed to finish school. It was expensive enough trying to become a licensed nurse.  He said, I needed to ‘earn’ better grades if I wanted to graduate.” 
  “Beth, you never told me that.” Why didn’t she tell me? 
             “Yeah—well, it was a past I wanted to forget,” she answered. “But Claudia attended the same class as me—just a row down.  She was also being baited by him to have a sexual relationship.” 
  “Oh, that man and me.” She laughed. “Please. It would be sheer luck if I even gave him a blow job. But I didn’t like how he was treating poor Beth.” 
  “Ugh—Let me finish the story, Claudia. Well, one day Miss fancy heels over here did something, which she has refused to tell me even until now, how she did it. The Professor was fired a few days later before midterms for sexual harassment. After the Dean heard about what happened… They gave me an automatic 4.0 in the class, and they returned me my money for the semester which was a total miracle.” Beth wrapped her arm around Claudia’s shoulder. “It was all thanks to her, I ended up with extra money to give Jay a wonderful Christmas. Not only that, our ex-professor was arrested the following week later for going crazy on a bunch of girls on campus, assaulting them for no reason. He went insane, and he didn’t even look the same anymore. It was like his monstrous nature took control or something..” 
  “Yet again, Beth—an interesting choice of words.” I reacted while looking at Claudia. “Thanks for taking care of her.” 
  Claudia gave a side-grin. “My pleasure.” 
  The doorbell interrupted our conversation.  “Must be the Pizza,” Beth announced.  “You two get cozy in the kitchen while I take care of this.” 
  “Are you sure, Beth?” I didn’t like that she was paying for our dinner. 
  “Go on,” she shooed us away. “Get the plates out and some drinks. Feel free to have whatever you want.” 
  Claudia jerked at my arm and I followed her into the kitchen at the end of the hallway.  The black cabinets were new since my last visit with all stainless-steel appliances, and a long island counter in the center replaced the dining table.  Now it was out in the open living room, where I saw through the opening, Jay still playing her video game. 
  “That little girl is too busy to hear us.” Claudia said as I turned to stare at her next to me and glancing at Jay. “Beth and this little girl are too sweet, innocent for simple mortals, not even I have the heart to have a taste.” 
 “What…” I didn’t understand what she said. 
  “You heard me correct,” Claudia glared at me. “May the ninth heaven forgive me—my sweet Kristen, have you at least known by now that all you experienced at the hospital wasn’t neither a delusion nor a dream? What you saw was real—not something conjured by the medicine you’re on.” Claudia snapped impatiently. “Just so you’re aware, the medicine should no longer influence your physical body at this point.” 
  “What do you mean…?” The more she spoke, the more confused I became. 
  “How is the ‘Cursed One’ treating you?” Claudia suddenly changed the topic before I could respond. 
  “Don’t do that Claudia.” The anger raged inside my chest. “What are you talking about?” 
  “I guess you’re still at the beginning stages,” she answered. “It might take time for you to understand the changes you’re going through. The transition began the day you died, Kristen Brenner—and the first time you entered the dark womb, your soul changed. Your body doesn’t feel the same, am I right? You figured it out in the hospital. When you told me, you never felt better—that certain pains disappeared… The injury in your knee from the bicycle accident as a child… The pain you used to endure everyday sitting and standing for too long, vanished without a trace.” 
  “What does that have to do with the darkness and the curse?” 
  “Everything… Your body is metabolizing faster, finding any foreign substances and expelling it from your body.  Even poisons will have no effect on you. From now on, all injuries or ailments will no longer exist.” Her hand caressed my face. “I’m sure by now your eyes are wide open. Did you find what you were looking for in the backwoods?” 
  “How do you know about that?” I backed away from her. 
  “Kristen—I know more than most, especially when it comes to you.” Claudia snapped her fingers and time seemed to screech to a halt. “By now, it should be clear that Beth and I never attended school together. We never met until today.  That’s how powerful some beings are. Strong enough to implant memories and experiences; manipulate time and reality in this realm to where it’s like a playground for the immortals.  Beth is a wonderful strong woman, I almost feel sorry for changing her memories for my benefit.” 
  “I should have known,” my answer was cold in disappointment. “My gut was telling me something was off about the situation. It doesn’t seem like Beth.  She would have told me everything and about you.” 
  “Nothing really gets passed you,” Claudia grinned. “That comforts me, knowing you are using your intuition. Believe me—you’re gonna need it.” 
  “You’re not the first person to tell me that today.” 
  “And they are right to tell you so,” Claudia replied. “After now, I hope you realize something.” 
  “What…” 
  “That some things and certain people are not what they seem. It could be people you’ve known all your life and they’re hiding in plain sight just like me under a false character in this mundane world.” 
  “So, what are you saying,” I asked. “That I shouldn’t trust anyone?” 
  “I’m saying for you to follow your gut just as you did with me. Don’t get caught-up in the false illusion. The ‘Cursed One’ will teach you more about this.” Claudia grabbed onto my belt and yanked me close.  “She has many things to teach you, Kristen. Until then, tread lightly, some paths up ahead will not be as smooth as your adventure into the Elven territory.  There are dark, yet beautiful places to see. Knowing you, it might actually be thrilling.” She kissed my cheek. “I’m sorry for everything.  Hopefully, in time you will forgive me for Beth and now.” Claudia snapped her fingers and time sped up with Beth walking into the kitchen with three large boxes of pizza.  When I looked around Claudia had vanished. 
  “Are you ok?” Beth laid the boxes on the island counter. “You look confused.” 
 “Sorry—I think my blood sugar is super low.” 
  “Alright, let’s eat,” she opened one box with a steaming Meat Lovers pie. “Come and eat, Jay.  Pause the game for now.” 
  “Okay mom.” Jay rushed in to get a slice. 
  “Are you sure, you’re okay?” Beth didn’t believe I was fine. 
  “Don’t worry—I’m okay,” I reassured her. “Once I have a taste of this pie, it should be a Meat Lovers heaven in my belly.” 
  “That and a beer,” Beth wandered into the refrigerator and popped open a can and then handed it to me. “Drink up and let’s get this party started.” 
  I took the beer and guzzled a mouthful. Then the doorbell rang once again. “That doorbell of yours is working hard this evening.” 
  Beth grunted. “Who’s here now?” We walked together towards the door and she opened it. Outside waiting was Phyla holding a baby in her arms and standing next to her was Jason carrying the car seat. “Oh-my-gosh.” Beth opened the door wide open, so Phyla could walk in with Wren. “You made it just in time.” 
  “I told you I was coming,” Phyla answered, while cradling a fussy baby Wren. 
  “Hey Beth…” Jason walked inside and hugged her first and then he moved along, walking towards me. “Hey Brenner. It’s been a long time.” He bear-hugged me. 
  “Jason…” I groaned, losing the breath in my lungs. “Dang, you totally look different, bruh. The hair...” His sides faded and the top long and gelled back. “You don’t have the man bun anymore.” 
  “Oh—no. I made him get rid of that thing before Wren was born,” Phyla spoke while coming towards us. “Kristen, I want you to meet Wren.” She held the baby close so I could see her silvery gray eyes, wearing a frilly pink dress with a patch of curly brown hair on her head. 
  “Phyla,” I glanced up at her. “She’s beautiful—and she looks so much like you.” 
  “This is my little pup.” Phyla kissed her forehead and then handed Wren over and grabbed my beer, so I could hold her. “Jason and I made this creature.” She cracked a wide grin and then glanced at Jason. “Wanna make another?” Her arm wrapped around his neck and she kissed him on the cheek. 
  “As many as you want, baby.” 
  She puckered up his lips with her hand and kissed him passionately while I walked into the living room with Wren. “Your mommy and daddy are two crazy human beings, but you might have a brother and sister soon at this rate if they keep humping each other like bunnies.” 
  “Oh, my F’ing gosh, Kristen,” Phyla’s voice elevated. “She doesn’t need to hear that.” 
  “She doesn’t know what I’m talking about,” I giggled. “I’m just telling her the truth.  Daddy and Mommy have a lot of S. E. X.” I spelled out.  “They used to F. U. C. K. all the time in high school in the backseat of your dad’s El Camino.” 
  Jason laughed in the hallway. “I see you haven’t lost your sense of humor, Brenner.” 
  “Nope—not one bit.” I tickled Wren’s nose. “When you’re older, I’ll upgrade the stories to the rated R version.  For now, PG will have to do.” 
  “I’m gonna kill you.” Phyla whispered from the kitchen while getting a beer from the fridge. 
  “Yep—your mommy might kill me before I tell you all the embarrassing stories.” 
  Beth laughed. “You two haven’t changed.  Still the same troublemakers since high school.” 
  “You can’t blame me for living, Beth.” Phyla answered. 
  “I can’t blame you for drinking all my beer either,” Beth retaliated. 
  “Sheesh—I paid you back for that.” 
  “Is Pharah coming?” I asked. 
  “She text me ten minutes ago,” Phyla glanced at her phone. “She should be here soon.” Then the pizza caught her eyes. “Oh, my F’ing god.  You ordered a Meat Lovers!” 
 “We thought of you, Phyla,” Beth lied. 
  “Aww—Really?” 
  “No.” Beth and I both answered the same time. 
  “You’re lucky I like Meat Lovers too,” I said to Phyla. 
  “Besties forever, B. I. T. C. H.” 
  “Ho-ho—Touché… Wren, I should share the time when your mother…” Phyla rushed over and covered my mouth with her palm. 
  “Shut the H. E. L. L. up.” 
  “Okay you two, settle down for dinner.” Beth became stern towards us. “I don’t wanna look after two more children for the evening.” 
  “Yes, ma’am,” Phyla went back into the kitchen and lifted out a slice of pizza. 
   “Brenner,” Jason tried to take Wren. “You should get some food and relax. All day, Phyla has been excited to come here.” 
  “I know,” I whispered while handing him the baby. “How are you two doing?” I kept my voice soft, so Beth or Phyla couldn’t hear. 
  “We’re doing ok this time around,” Jason answered. “I think having Wren really glued us together.” 
   “I know how much you’re in-love with her,” I said. “You know if I had the power to convince Phyla she’s with a good man and that she should marry you, I would.” 
   “I have patience,” he answered. “One day, she will finally say yes. When you came back it brought the light back in her eyes. You and Wren are the spark of her life.” 
   I patted his back. “Keep loving her like how you do. Wren is beautiful. You have no idea how lucky you are—to have a family…  And Phyla told me you’re in the Academy wanting to join the Police force.” 
   “Yeah—I want to support Wren and be someone for her to look-up to,” he answered. “I know Phyla said she will handle all the finances, but I just want our child to be proud of me one day.” 
  “No—it’s cool that you found your calling. To be honest, I always thought you would end up as sheriff one day in some small town.” 
  “That’s the plan at least.” Jason shrugged his shoulders. “Perhaps one day Phyla can quit her job.” 
  “What does she do?” I curiously asked. “I don’t remember her ever working. It’s like she’s just wealthy or from a wealthy family. She never really mentioned much about it.” 
              “She hasn’t told me either. All I know is, it saddens her some nights.  So bad I think she would drink herself to death. Saying that her job might keep her away from me and Wren for a long time and that she hopes I would live my life to the fullest and make sure our child is healthy and happy no matter what. She keeps saying, I’ll take care of everything. You don’t have to worry about finances, she said. I already took care of Wren’s college fund. To be honest, I don’t know where the money comes from. But it seems like Her and Pharah set everything in place as if they’re gonna leave for good.” 
  “I don’t think it will happen,” I tried to comfort him.  “She loves you and Wren. Nothing would keep her away for that long where you would never see her again.” 
  “I don’t know, Brenner. It seems almost absolute. I love her so much it hurts to think that someday I will have to let her go, but then again, I fell in love with the free spirit she is.  Phyla blessed me with this wonderful daughter and I’m grateful for that. To be honest, it’s amazing that I could be in her life for so long. I’ve learned since high school I’m just one of many, but she chose each time to come back to me.” 
  “Jason—I’m gonna tell you this. I’ve never seen Phyla so head over heels for someone before. Not as long as I’ve known her.  Trust me—she’ll stay with you guys.” 
 Even though I said it to him with full confidence, my gut told me different.  Something seemed off about Phyla and her story.  After the visit from Claudia, my senses were working overtime. It was a fact that Phyla and Pharah haven’t aged a single day since our friendship started in high school. Jason and Beth haven’t noticed it at all, but I have. They look the same and Phyla kept staring at me and Jason on and off, her expression sad ever since we talked about her. 
  Did she hear every word...? 
 
 CHAPTER 14 
 
 The Cursed One’s Vow 
    
 
MY SWEET DREAMS COULD EASILY TRANSFORM into nightmares if I didn’t remain focused along the windy streets. Pitch-black and treacherous, while racing at a swift pace between the lanes. So fast that if my motorcycle lost control, the forest could gobble us up and dispose of me to a crushed oblivion. Regardless of the possibility, I continued at a reckless speed, seeking to fulfill the desire growing inside me.   
  My scar throbbed and spread as the roadway stretched endlessly ahead of me without another vehicle in sight. Who knew what lied ahead in the vast distance of the night? However, that didn’t terrify me.  It fueled my soul with adventure and adrenaline while I cranked the throttle even further until the motor roared louder and the wheels spun faster. My heart raced with the momentum of the bike, leaning into the curves and sprinting every chance I had on a straight-a-away. There was nothing more dangerously thrilling than reaching eighty miles per hour within seconds. 
  If only this wasn’t a dream… 
  My eyes popped open to the blast of wind roaring outside the bedroom window. Sweat dripped down the side of my forehead and my breathing was shallow. It was just a dream. I rubbed my chest where the mark no longer throbbed, but the phenomenon of the wind was real.  Then it occurred to me that I arrived home before curfew, after only hanging out for a few hours with Bethany, Phyla, Pharah, Jason, and I finally met little Wren. 
  Phyla’s daughter was cute, and I had hope for Jason’s sake, that my best friend doesn’t run off. But why did the thought of Claudia worry me so much that I would question the people in my life? It was a painful fact that maybe Phyla and Pharah were not who they claimed they were, since they didn’t appear to age.  I didn’t even recall them ever becoming ill or suffering from injuries in years of knowing them.  Phyla would dive out of towering trees and not even sprain an ankle. Not even once. Why am I now questioning it all…? 
  Then I looked at the bracelet Mrs. Tate gave me as protection, still on my wrist. “I guess I never took it off…” Abruptly, the mark pulsed, causing me to choke. “What’s this feeling…?” I clenched my chest as the wind howled louder like a whirlwind. 
  The uneasiness in the dead of night had me sleepless as I climbed out of bed and wandered towards the window. As I stood gazing at the field and the grass bending, I quickly swung around and noticed my body was still asleep in bed. “What the…” I executed an out-of-body experience without intent and my physical body had never woken up!  Once I realized that it was just my astral form, I could settle enough to test the scene. Everything felt so real, just like being awake. I could detect the dampness that lingered in the floorboards and the echo of my uncle snoring down the hallway was the real deal. Even Casey was still nestled next to me, not disturbed by my spirit presence in the room. “Casey…” I whispered out to her, but she didn’t wake up. “Shit…” It didn’t dawn on me why my spirit suddenly jumped out of my body. 
  Suddenly a gust of wind pushed against the glass, making it rumble like it was about to shatter. However, the windstorm wasn’t the sole thing that concerned me.  It brought with it a sense of uneasiness. My instincts told me something was out there… In the dark… 
  I clattered the black-beaded pearls on the bracelet and took a sharp breath to calm my nerves. “It wouldn’t hurt to look…” I tiptoed towards the window and reached out my hand.  The glass felt cool on my fingertips and I passed right through it like a phantom! Holy crap! 
  As I misted through the glass, I suddenly realized I was falling. I fell with a soft plop unto my face in the damp grass. I remained still for a moment, upset that my clothes would be ruined. 
 I slowly picked myself up and to my surprise, I was clean! Not even a blade of grass clung to my skin. This is insane! 
  I began a slow, careful stroll across the yard, there were no fireflies nor chirping crickets.  The life outdoors was in complete silence other than the wind that gusted from the north, blowing against the leaves and bending the branches to where they creaked. Something crashed to the ground, making me jolt. “Sheesh… Why am I so scared?” I blurted, assuming my spirit was safe walking about the lawn. “Nobody can harm me,” my voice trembled to a sudden chill, hesitant to go further, hesitant to turn back. Suddenly, there was a muffled growl in the distance, from down the road. It snarled and suddenly started up the asphalt. I crouched forward, trotting towards the trees along the edge of the street. 
  Curiosity overshadowed my will to rush back towards the house as the taunts became louder than any beast, resounding in the blackness. The night was too obscure to look at what it was, so I roamed onto the roadway, reciting, nobody can hurt me. However, goosebumps formed along my arms and I trembled with dread as a dark form emerged in the distance.  The animal stood in place and just growled heavily as if it saw me. “Oh-my-gosh…” the words slipped from my lips when its silvery eyes shone bright in the blackness; and the shape of its body took form, coming closer.  I observed its neck hunched down in a predatory stance with its head to the ground. It snarled savagely. Its black fur emerged into the hazy light, beaming through the bushes and trees from the spotlight on the deck far across the yard.   “Oh, shit…” I breathed.  Move! I urged myself, but nothing happened. I didn’t budge at all as it got closer and growled, baring pointed fangs. 
  “Kristen,” The voice echoed loudly in my ears out of nowhere.  Whoever called out, their vocals were thunderous. Then it ordered out once more, “Kristen—I summon thee.” Abruptly, everything turned to black. “Kristen…” She shouted my name in the darkness and within moments, I awoke safely back in bed, and within the confines of my bedroom. I forced my eyes open and fought to catch my breath. It was as if my body had emerged from water and my lungs were dying for air.  The room spun for a second, where did this sudden vertigo come from? Whatever was going on, it had to do with the voice, calling me back into my body. The shock of it made me light-headed and when my senses became a tad more lucid, I heard chanting on the floor in an unfamiliar tongue.  It was gibberish to my unfocused ear as I squirmed and slumped on the bottom edge of the bed. 
  On the floor, Casey was sitting in the center of a vibrant blue pentacle with unusual symbols at each point. Although, they appeared familiar; however, I couldn’t see with my vision fading in and out and the room rotating clockwise. “Casey,” I gasped, struggling to speak.  “What’s going on?” Then my head collapsed onto the bed, watching her glance up at me. 
  “Sleep…” Was the last word I heard before passing out into a dreamless slumber. 
  It was dawn when I woke up next and the pentacle on the floor last night had disappeared as if it was entirely a dream, and Casey was nowhere around. When I glanced around, I realized the vertigo episode had stopped, and the nausea dissipated enough for me to turn the rest of my body. I grunted, trying to get up, but my limbs were still numb, and my head throbbed as if I had a hangover.  “What the hell happened?” 
  “Good morning, master.” The gentle lady-like voice came from the door. “Did you sleep well?” 
  I whipped around only to see my dog, standing by the wide-open door. “Casey…” 
  “I apologize if you’re feeling ill,” Casey said with her mouth not moving. “The effects will go away after a proper breakfast and some of that black liquid you drink in the morning.” 
 “What…?” I couldn’t comprehend a dog talking. 
  “My speaking must amaze you, master,” she acknowledged. “Mortals are not used to animals talking in this realm.” 
  I groaned again from my brain throbbing like it was splitting in half. 
  “Oh, dear—Please don’t puke on the bed!” Casey suggested. “Grandma will break your behind if you dirty her blankets.” 
  “So, last night wasn’t a dream…” 
  “Far from it,” Casey leaped on the bed. “You were at a considerable risk last night wandering about when—he lurked outside. If I didn’t summon you back, who knows what would’ve happened?” 
  “You summoned me back!” I murmured in confusion. “Is that what that pentacle was for…?” I couldn’t believe Casey was having an actual conversation with me. 
  “Yes—It was only to get your spirit back in your body,” she clarified.  “I must confess though, it’s rough on the physical body when your spirit’s dragged back. It’s like bruising your soul. Your head is probably hurting, and the disorientation is because of that.” 
  “He…” Her choice of words disturbed me. “What did you mean by—he? And what was out there last night?” I recalled the creature being huge and wolf-like. 
  “It’s better for me to not reveal what happened last night, but she has plenty to say.” Casey glanced passed me and at the window. 
  I immediately spun around and there was the old hag, carrying a spiral wooden cane, and gawking at me with her one blue eye. “Hello, my dear—we had a hell-of-a night, did we?” 
  “Freyja…” 
  “Aha—So, we have figured out my true name somehow…” 
  “Emma mentioned you in her journal… The witch with many masks.” 
  “Indeed…” She transformed into the lady shown in Emma’s journal with the same golden hair and bright blue eyes.  She wore a white tunic where she exposed runic tattoos and alchemy symbols up her arms and legs. “Does this appearance make me more appealing to you—or the old hag you show disgust towards, with those judgmental eyes?” Her seductive glare teased me as she twirled around to display her graceful body and feminine beauty. She sat on the edge of the bed and crossed her legs, intentionally posing like a model to captivate me. “By your expression, I believe you like this form much more,” Freyja joked around. 
  “I would prefer you in your original form,” I demanded to learn her true identity even though her beauty was just as Emma explained. How she had everybody in the courts fall in love with her with just a simple glance. Although, based on her description it was most likely an enchantment spell used to seduce onlookers. “Emma wrote this is just one of your many masks, and that trickery is also your specialty.” 
  “Trickery…,” Freyja laughed. “Oh, my adorable apprentice had a way with words, but it’s true.  I deceived many with my fictitious characters and erotic charms. Just to clarify— my original form has been long forgotten.” 
  “What do you mean…?” 
  “Well, among the many identities conjured throughout the ages, she has become lost…  Even if she remembers our sins, she wouldn’t accompany us here and now.” 
  “You talk about yourself like you suffer from a split personality disorder.” 
  “Hmm… I guess that’s what mortals call it nowadays.” Freyja rested back on her arms, her long streaming hair splayed on the white sheets. “But over the years my identities projected a life of their own, or should I say separated from who I once was.” Her face became grim. “Nothing stays the same when you roam the earth as an immortal being. I’ve learned to change my nature many times, traveling the world and creating a new personality for each new era, so mortals wouldn’t find out that beings such as you or I exist among them—and far worse things.” 
  “Who do you impersonate now? I presume you live as a mortal when you’re not here.” 
 “You’re a sharp young woman,” she commended. “Just like your ancestor.” 
  “Emma… What was she to you? She called you her teacher…” 
  “And I was—She was my first and only apprentice after centuries of being cursed by the gods and exiled by my coven.” 
  “My great-great-great-grandma was your apprentice?” 
  “You’re missing quite a few greats in that sentence, dear.” 
  I sighed. “You know what I mean…” 
  “Yes, she was—and now you are,” Freyja answered. “For my cunning new apprentice, you sure ended up in a horrible circumstance last night. Not really befitting for a prodigy.  If it wasn’t for your familiar upholding her duty to protect you, things would have ended quite badly with that Dire Wolf roaming about.” 
  “So, Flannigan was right,” I responded. “A Dire Wolf killed Ole Shelly.” 
  “Unfortunately, yes,” she rolled her eyes. “That beast has caused no ends of trouble over the centuries. So, you, finding yourself in front of that thing… Oh thank the ninth heavens for their mercy…  You are not ready to handle such a creature.” 
  “How is a Dire Wolf causing trouble and yet its existence remains still hidden from the world? How is that even possible?” 
  “Oh, my child, things happen in the shadows of mortals all the time… The creatures known as Dire Wolves only show themselves in the night.  In the day they hide among the masses—as humans.” 
  “What are you saying—Dire Wolves were Werewolves?” 
  “Not were… Are…” Freyja had a stern glare. “They still walk among everyone, unnoticed… No one knows of their existence and any trace of mishaps like attacks, someone takes care of all that mess, and erases it like it never happened. However, this Wolf who hunts in your township is very much alone and hard to clean-up after. He no longer has a pack since someone hunted them down ages ago. So, he has a bitter taste of vengeance for anything of flesh and blood… It fuels its rage rampaging from place to place, causing trouble for his own kind. However, I hope he moves on soon. Casey had to set up a protective barrier around the house and had to take a few extra measures to make sure someone doesn’t call you out of your body again.” 
  “What—called out? What do you mean?” 
  “It’s exactly how I say it,” Freyja was serious about the situation. “You haven’t been going out of your body for no reason—something has been calling your spirit out. My money is on a Demon… And Casey said she smelled a trace of one on you last night—which you might have come into contact with yesterday.” 
  Casey explained, “energy from a Demon is fowl and still lingered when you arrived home, so it must have been a higher rank entity that left a stench for that long… Who did you meet yesterday?” 
  “Wait—I still don’t understand how it is possible to force an out-of-body experience on someone.” 
  “Kristen, there’re higher beings out there that can pop out a soul just like that,” Freyja snapped her fingers. “Do you ever recall nightmares where you were watching your body from afar?” 
  I bit my lip. “Yeah—quite a few.” 
  “Well—a higher being can summon a spirit from an undying body—which you know it as an out-of-body experience, however, it’s different.  Something draws you out, so you can see them. Most entities that have the gall are Demons, so they can have you watch them feed on you.” 
  “Ugh—I remember,” I confessed. “I woke up one night pinned to the corner of the ceiling and I couldn’t move. All I could do was watch as the hooded thing enter my room with a creature crawling on all fours by its side, mocking me as they crawled over my sleeping body. I was helpless and no matter how much I begged, screamed and wanted to wake up, nothing happened. That creature saw me struggle, and it climbed up to where I was, then out of sheer faith, something woke me up before anything else could happen.  Believe me, I didn’t go back to bed that night—because every time I closed my eyes it would go back to that horrible moment like it was still happening.” 
 “Oh, dear—I had only wished my fellow brethren didn’t have to experience such horrors in this lifetime or the next. If only your bloodline had continued to practice the ancient arts, you would have had protection from such nightmarish beings, and you wouldn’t have been so vulnerable last night.” Freyja and Casey glanced at each other. “Your familiar and I have locked your soul to your body for now. So, unless you leave your body on your own accord, no other being can summon you out. Under any circumstance, you are not to find that Wolf and if you go to visit the Elven village, you will do so in the daylight hours, never at night or in the dark. I don’t know how long that beast will stay, but until he leaves, you will abide by my rules as your teacher.” 
  “To answer…” I glanced at my dog for a second, watching her listen and understand me and then my eyes shifted back onto Freyja waiting for me to speak. “Casey’s question from before, I met two new people yesterday at a shop two towns over.  A bizarre wealthy man and with him was a woman.” 
  “What woman…?” Freyja became serious. 
  “There were plenty of odd things about her,” I answered. “She’s definitely a Witch though, but I felt something abnormal about her. How we connected, and she did something—showed me things… I think they were events from her past... Is that even possible?” 
  “Did you get her name?” Her eyes pierced mine. 
  “Nora… Nora is what he called her.” 
  Freyja exhaled in grief. “Not again…” She uttered to herself. 
  “Not again…” Her response made me concern. Did she know the woman? 
  “There’s no need to waste concern about her,” Freyja wanted to change the subject. “Whosoever summoned you out won’t be doing it again… No matter what purpose—I do not understand why they had to draw you out when the Wolf was outside unless they wish your demise… Either way, nothing will harm you as long as Casey and I watch over your well-being.” 
  “That’s relieving to know,” I said. “But I was wondering how it was possible for Nora to share her life memories with me. I could see everything like I was there.” 
  “She allowed you to invade her mind,” Freyja answered. “It’s an old skill for those who have the power to invoke it. However, in the great split between white and black magic, it’s considered a part of the dark arts now to enter another’s mind and dreams. Nora just merely sync your minds like linking a device long enough to share the same experience. You can do it too once I awaken your powers.” 
  “Wait—what? Awaken my powers…” I was excited and wide-eyed about the idea, thinking she was talking about giving me superpowers. 
  “Calm yourself, girl—who said you can think such things?  Superheroes—you’re too much into mainstream fantasy, my dear. This is not anything like that.” 
  “Did you just read my mind?” 
  “Yes—You’re like an open book to us higher beings.  I’m gonna have to teach you first how to conceal your thoughts.” Freyja heaved a long sigh. “For now, your true abilities had been merely dormant until I’ve decided if you are ready to receive the gifts crafted by your ancestors…  As a child you naturally awoken parts of your abilities, like your sight beyond the mortal threshold. In time as you grew older, I slowly opened your talents, hoping more encounters of the other realms would at least give you a taste of what’s coming. Although, I haven’t awakened all the knowledge in your blood and soul, just because it can overwhelm someone that hasn’t experienced enough of what’s beyond the shrouds of this world. And I wanted you to grasp on what you will be up against throughout this path you have walked on, and so blindly.” 
  “No one told me I’d receive knowledge from my ancestors.” 
  “In honor of Emma’s wish, you will. She and I—blood vowed that one day, someone in her lineage will show the most promise to receive the gift. All that you saw in her Grimoire, will be a part of you, Kristen.  Everything she learned.  She will pass all the secrets collected regarding the underworld down to you. The true history of your family will be eternally yours.” 
 “How will my true history help me at all? How will knowledge strengthen me when I barely can do what Nora did?” 
  “Trust me, you will become more powerful than Nora. Put your trust in me, and I will groom you into a fine Witch…” Freyja looked serious and showed no sign it was a lie. “Before Emma died, she wished for me to wait and find the heir to her life’s work.  She didn’t want all of us to lose the knowledge in a changing world. She didn’t want us, meaning our kind, to forget the ritual arts—or should I say, magic. So, congratulations kin and heir to Emma’s soul, you’re the chosen one to inherit it all.” 
  “Don’t make this sound like a game show…” I begged her. “This is already confusing enough.” 
  “Oh, my dear Emma, I pray thee on thy grave—Apprentice, you have a tough sense of humor. I might just reconsider this vow if you’re gonna be this boring.” 
  “And what, lighten up a little.” I pulled down the collar of my t-shirt and showed her the mark, blooming with black veins. “Sorry, if I'm a little dry on laughs. I can wear a fake mask in front of my friends and family, so they know I’m doing ok, but this is how I really feel. And I’m not gonna be all smiles and giggles about it.” 
  “No need to be so dark, it’s not good for your soul right now since it’s fighting that curse as we speak. Every shed of light and hope you have left is key to your survival. It will give you strength—that I promise you.” 
  “Is that what keeps you going—hope…?” 
  “In a way it does… I’ve lived long enough to find more threads to keep me sane. And learned to accept and live without things that most mortal have a privilege to. When I give my love to something or someone, there’s a terrible consequence for me to have those feelings, those attachments. It only brings pain for someone like me and to others. It’s best for you to let things go slowly as time goes on.  For you and me—fate doomed us for eternity. A cursed one only brings misfortune, remember that.” 
  “So, how do I become stronger if I’m cursed?” I asked. “Strong enough to overcome this. But what will help me survive whatever’s out there?” 
  “You have me and the soul of Emma to guide you.” She answered. “Before we go any further, I want to tell you what our role was in this world—before it was forgotten, and long before the greed set in, along with all the sins committed. Sorceresses, Witches, Warlocks, Wizards, Shamans, we were all, at one point, the bridge between the heavens and humanity. Through us, humans, or should say mortals, had a chance against the unknown forces that plagued and continues to consume the third realm. Now—that purpose, they once bestowed on us by the heavens has become lost.  Healing the sick, sharing futures to prevent travesty, and most all our ability to send a malevolent spirit back to the Underworld, was either lost or came at a high price in the greed for luxury and materialism. The rise of darkness spread its roots in the universe and throughout the realms because of this… But as long as just a few remember, there is hope.” Freyja held out her fist before my eyes and then opened it. In her palm was my grandmother’s ring, glowing white and black in her hand. “With this—It will be our pact as a teacher and an apprentice. That we together will walk the bridge between the light, darkness, and humanity, and never stray to either side, because if you do all of Emma’s work to mend the covens and reunite them as one will fail. This power—Emma’s knowledge and my secrets as the eldest living Sorceress, you will please the gods, Kristen Brenner, and you will learn to control both light and dark to protect humanity.” She hid away the ring again. “Give me your left hand.”  I handed it to her and a silver bladed-dagger manifested in her hand. “With blood it will bound this ring.” She cut a slit on my ring finger where she slid the ring over the cut and the blood soaked into the band. 
 “Repeat after me—By blood and oath, I shall bound this ring and me.” 
  “By blood and oath, I shall bound this ring and me.” As I recited the words, the ring became warm around my finger. 
  “By the powers of my ancestors, guide me through the light and darkness of my heart.” Freyja held my hand tightly in her grasp.  “Look me in the eye, Kristen, and say the words.” 
  “By the powers of my ancestors…” I hesitated for a second as a burning sensation radiated from the ring and into my arm. 
  “Say the words child!” Freyja drew me into her eyes. “Don’t be afraid.” 
  “By the powers of my ancestors—guide me through the light and darkness of my heart.” 
  “Awaken, this child of the tempest. Sky and earth, blood and legacy.” As Freyja spoke the burning sensation traveled up my arm and into my chest.  “Unleash and awaken.” Her voice echoed making the room shake under us. I gasped to all my veins boiling. “Awaken!” 
  Just when I quaked in agony, suddenly, the pain stopped, and the ring wasn’t hot against my skin anymore. The room had become still, and I tried to move the ring, but it didn’t budge as if magic glued it to my finger. “It won’t come off.” 
  Freyja answered. “And it won’t… Not until you grow to surpass her bind on you.” 
  “Her…” 
  Freyja grinned. “Look over there.” She pointed by the closet and the moment I glanced, there stood a red-haired lady in a shimmering white gown. Her blue eyes almost looked like my grandmother’s and almost the same facial resemblance. 
  “Emma…” 
  “Hello, Kristen…” The spirit curtseyed and lowered her eyes. “We finally meet.” 
  I gasped, not able to say a word while gazing upon her fair skin. 
  “I tried luring you to the box the other morning.” Emma smiled. “But I forgive since you were in a rush to escape the house without your grandmother catching you.” 
  “My grandmother translated your grimoire. You wrote that you bound a piece of your soul to this ring, but I didn’t understand why you would do that?” 
  “I’m sure Freyja explained it well,” she answered. “I wanted to preserve what we learned from the heavens and the other gods on how to bring balance into this world.  To give a small light of hope even though life has become a lot grimmer since my time.” 
  “This is amazing, you’re really here. And won’t my grandmother noticed her ring missing?” 
  “No worries, child,” Freyja interrupted. “She has only a replica. The real ring on your finger has a cloaking spell to prevent all mundane from casting their eyes upon it.” 
  “Kristen, now you have all the knowledge I carried with you now,” Emma explained.  “It will be hard to get used to at first, but soon enough all the information will present itself naturally as part of your own memories.” 
  “What do I do with all of this so-called knowledge?” I asked, wanting to know the catch to such a gift. 
  “Use it to help people you love and maybe help a stranger or two,” Emma smiled with radiance as if she knew what I was truly implying. “When one is given knowledge and power to do something, one should act… Or at least try to bring a smile back into the world.” 
  Meeting Emma for the first time and realizing how prominent of a Witch she was, I no longer questioned about the intention of her will to keep her soul in the ring and knowledge that flowed in my head on rituals and incantations.  However, I still kept up my guard about Freyja.  No matter how much she has helped me, her purpose still seemed vague even though her role as a teacher seemed genuine, but because of what Claudia implied. 
  I have to keep up my guard… 
 And trust only my intuition… 
 
 CHAPTER 15 
 
 The Goddess of Love 
 
THE CURSED ONE AND THE CURSED WITCH. Where did it all go wrong, with the emerging circumstances that kept piling up every new day? After my encounter with Emma’s spirit, it left me insecure with the growing pressure to become a so-called prodigy to unite the covens. Then there was my issue with Freyja, who swore to be my mentor through the jumble of knowledge seeping into my awakening consciousness; Runic symbols, Alchemy, the pentacle, drawn illustrations of several types of creatures, all appearing in my mind at once. 
  The throbbing ache in my cranium didn’t make the day any easier, while strolling with Casey through the backwoods, along the trail. “I still can’t believe you can talk. How strange, your voice sounds familiar, like I heard it in a dream.” I glanced down at her trotting next to me. “Why didn’t you say anything sooner and not wait until this morning to chat-away?” 
  “I didn’t think you would handle it too well if I started randomly bringing up conversations about stuff,” Casey answered sincerely. “It was less disturbing by playing the secret guardian, providing you a hint here and there and compelling you to act when required. Much easier, don’t you think…?” 
  “What do you mean by I wouldn’t handle it too well?” my voice somewhat elevated out of irritation. “Look at all the weird shit that’s gone down in the last few days.” 
  “This is why I didn’t say anything... Do you see how riled up you are? Just accept it—you’re freaked out.” 
  “I’m not freaked out—ugh!” 
  “This is absolutely what I feared—you’re frustrated and becoming even more on edge than usual.  What’s the phrase again—take a chill pill, lady.” 
  “Not funny, Casey, but thank you for considering my sanity as a factor in your plans. You could have at least warned me about Freyja, the Demons, the so-called Dire Wolf—or Werewolf…. Ugh… This is confusing. How can you guys be so chill about everything? They are not supposed to be real, but they are… How well do you expect everyone else to take this, huh…?” 
  “They would probably melt down, shriek for dear life and seal themselves away somewhere—just a theory,” Casey responded. “But I have to agree, you’re dealing with things a lot better than most.” 
  “Hmm—Perhaps you’re right, but do all familiars talk like you?” 
  “Yes, and no… It’s actually not about our means of communicating, but about the master we serve and how prone they are to hear us. You, master, are much more in-tuned with the spirit world, among other esoteric things.” 
  “I wonder if Faylen and Quynn knew…?” 
  Casey snorted. “They are well aware. All Elven tribes know about spirit creatures such as I.” 
  Pictures of familiars from Emma’s journal appeared in my mind.  One illustration was of a cat, but beside it was an illustrated drawing of a larger creature taking the form of a Sabretooth Tiger with the monstrous wings of a bird. “I see visions from Emma’s Grimoire in my mind sometimes—is that normal?” 
  “Very much so,” Casey explained. “You now carry her memories inside your body, what you mortals call a data transfer. Day by day, part of her spirit once sealed in the ring, is merging with yours. It was an heirloom that started it all, with your family’s link to the nine realms and the Underworld. When Freyja chose your ancestor to be her apprentice, she gave your family a means to expand beyond the limitations of the mundane world.  Certain privileges, I would say, come easier than most such as a secure passage to the other realms. Not to mention, the Gods like to win the hearts of special human beings such as you, under their guidance and protection. Some may give gift… Extraordinary gifts.” 
  “Like when Zeus granted his son, Perseus, the adamantine sword and Hades helmet of darkness.” 
  “Something like that…,” Casey responded. 
 “Hmm… What else… Oh, Hermes gave him his winged sandals to fly, and Athena made him a shield, to bring on his trip to the Gorgons’ cave… With the sword and shield he defeated Medusa and stole her head, so he could stand a fighting chance against the Kraken to save his beloved Andromeda. Not to mention they gave him Pegasus…” I wailed. “I would love a flying horse as a gift! Who doesn’t want a flying horse? I would never waste money on travel fees again.” 
  “Master, you’re putting way too much thought into this. Besides, lower realm Gods can be ruthless as well towards mankind, since you are so preoccupied with the subject…” 
  “Don’t hate,” I responded knowing she was trying to burst my bubble on the matter. 
  “I’m serious… Medusa was one of those cruel fates. Even lower realm gods are just as sinful as mortals.  Medusa was one of three Gorgon sisters and was the most beautiful. Fate blessed her with a gorgeous face desirable to men and envious hair women would kill for. However, unlike her sisters, she was born mortal. She worshiped Athena and wanted to be a priestess of her temple. As you’re probably not aware of, the price of being a priestess was to remain a virgin like the virgin goddess herself. Unfortunately, over time Athena became jealous of Medusa’s beauty.   Poseidon even fancied her and wanted her for himself. Medusa rejected the sea god many times until Poseidon only saw her as a possession he could take anytime.  So, he became more forceful to where Medusa ran to the Temple of Athena, pleading for help.  But she didn’t come.  Athena ignored everything as Poseidon raped Medusa in her sacred temple.  After everything, Medusa lost her virginity and became impregnated by the sea god. After the deed, he left, abandoning her to the wrath of Athena. The goddess transformed her beauty into a snake-like monster and turned her gorgeous hair into venomous snakes.  Along with a curse, to have no one set their eyes on her ever again. And that’s one of many stories where the gods were ruthless. And remember what happened to Prometheus when he prevented the annihilation of man? It was the so-called Gods who schemed to destroy man. So, for his betrayal, Zeus sent down Pandora as a gift—and along with her, a box that contained evil, diseases, poverty, war, and many other catastrophes as a part of the offering. We both know how the myth goes… When she opened the box, all its contents unleashed mayhem onto humanity. Afterwards, they chained Prometheus to a mountain where the crows nibbled away at him. Because he is immortal, his wounds would heal right after.  So, can you imagine the infinite lifetime of suffering because it was out of spite from the Gods who wanted humankind to die out.” 
  “I didn’t really think of that. Gosh, the movies don’t really tell that part of the story when they mention Perseus and his romanticized adventure of saving Andromeda. Medusa was just another victim unvalued by the higher beings. And to watch Poseidon take her chastity out of jealousy… That’s messed up.   I would nail him in the groin big time for her sake.  She died because Athena laid out the plan for her demise, since she let Perseus kill her most devoted priestess. It’s an awful fate.  But anyway, what did you mean by lower realm Gods? Are those stories even true? That Zeus wanted us gone. That Athena did those awful things…?” 
  “Us spirit creatures don’t even consider them as gods, just higher dimensional beings with large egos. Some are bullies, a few overly melodramatic, others are kind and generous. The ones you spoke about in mythology, remain below the ninth, like the fifth, sixth or seventh. Their strength can only achieve so much within this endless universe, and they have no authority to overturn the actions done in the universe. But the highest in power, the one who created us all, lives in the ninth realm. We are conscious of this, always praising the ninth heaven for our good fortune because it is there that true miracles are achievable. Only there can things be annulled.” 
  “Like an unbreakable curse…” 
  “Most likely… But not without a heart. It takes a selfless heart to get the awareness of the ninth.” 
  “Has Freyja plead to the ninth to end her curse?” 
   “Many times,” Casey revealed. “The fates cursed her with reason. When one becomes burdened by a curse, one needs to learn a lesson.” 
   “What is her curse…?” 
   “It’s not just that they cursed her with immortality. I presume you spotted the symbols all over her body…” 
  “Yeah—I did…” 
  “I’m sure you realized by now those are binding spells.” 
  “Binding spells—were her powers bound as well?” 
  “She did it to herself,” Casey corrected. “It was so she wouldn’t lose control of her powers, which had become unstable.” 
   “Unstable… How…?” 
  “Fate condemned Freyja to the crown of a goddess,” she explained.  “Burdened with the expanding strength of a higher dimensional being, she became so volatile she could wipe out an entire city in a matter of seconds. So, she confined her powers with the strongest enchantments known to magic; however, even still it’s not enough. Whenever she’s around, I notice the energy radiating off her like it’s about to rupture through her body, but it doesn’t.” 
   “Wow—Freyja, condemned on earth as a goddess… The Goddess, Freyja.” 
   “I wouldn’t repeat that to her unless you want her to scold you.  She can be frightening at times about the subject.” 
   “How long have you known her?” 
  “Not very long… She knew I was being assigned to you as a familiar so, since a little before your hospitalization.” 
  “You know about that?” 
   “I have ears,” Casey grunted in frustration. “I’m a dog remember—excellent hearing.” 
  “Sorry,” I smiled. “It’s nice actually talking about this with you.” 
   “Well, you pretty much can’t discuss any of this with your family so, I can understand the comfort in talking right now. It must have been lonesome for you.” 
   “Yeah—I suppose this is what fate has in store for me.” 
   “It will get better, master. I promise… Besides, there’s more to see. With Emma’s knowledge you can do more than what you were capable of before.” 
  “Does that mean it will change who I am, having her soul merge with mine?” 
   “You are your own person. If you had changed in any form, it would be because you wanted to, not because of Emma’s spirit.” 
  “It’s a shot in the dark me asking this, but do you know anything about the curse put on me?” 
  “You mean do I know anything about the immortal who helped you cheat death…? Yes, and no…” 
  “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
  “I only know a mere fraction of what’s going on,” Casey responded. “The woman who made that mark is someone I recognize from many lives ago, before I even became a spirit creature.” 
  “Sheesh—How many lives have you lived already since then?” 
  “Many, both animal and Fae,” her answer revealed no lie in her tone. “I remember a life where I was once a wolf, running alone in the mountains of the north. Where snow and ice covered the earth, and the nights lasted forever in the winter, and in the summer, the sunlight lasted longer.  I hunted in the secluded wilderness—isolated from civilization. There lived a family, a mother of two sons and a daughter. The young girl had an ability for understanding the forest and all its creatures. She was kind and her soul pure as the full moon who cared for us all. Even an old lone wolf with no purpose, and with no legacy, she was still welcoming towards me. I’ve peered into your memories about that day. The woman you saw was the same young girl I knew from that lifetime. She too was cursed... That’s all I know.” 
 “That’s fascinating how you can remember your other lives,” I acknowledged. “So, this young girl from your past is the same woman who cursed me.” I exhaled a deep sigh not knowing what to say next. “A wolf, huh… How long ago was that?” 
   “I can’t recall a year, but mankind still traveled around on horses and settled in cramped cottages, not like the homes now. And humans then didn’t smell as sweet as you.” 
   “Great… Either the middle ages or further back. Though, that is a long time ago. She’d probably be about two to three thousand years old, maybe more. Who knows, right…?” 
  “My friend looked older in your memories since the last time I saw her. She was still young then until ‘someone’ came for her.” 
  “Who…?” 
  “A woman in black. Her odor was just of a monster… Her very presence chilled my soul the moment she arrived at that girl's home—took her away. No one had the strength to stop her, not even the Fae and beasts who befriended her… The girl was terrified for her life and suddenly she was gone.” 
  “So, you don’t know what happened to her afterward?” 
  “No… Maybe it’s for the best,” Casey’s voice became softened as if she was mourning. “The young girl I once watched over is no longer in the woman who gave you that mark… My friend from then is definitely gone.” 
  I didn’t know how to respond to her silence afterward and I too remained quiet as we arrived at the Elven village. However, this time the villagers were awake, walking around the area, and appeared too busy with their tasks to notice me and Casey roaming about. Elves climbed the rope ladders and strolled on the balconies of the large castle-like homes.  Colors of the blossoms and vines dangled off the rails, and the sculptured arches stained in gold. 
  I was duly fascinated as Casey and I passed through, searching for Quynn or Faylen.  Then we remembered the pathway to the stream where the hut sat peaceful near the water, secluded from the village. I never asked why she and Quynn stayed so far away from the others.  However, there was no one inside as Casey and I went by the window. “I suppose they’re not home… Wanna sit by the water until they get back?” 
  “I am thirsty.” Casey said, while turning the corner and I followed. 
  The sunlight glistened off the surface of the stream, from strange white crystals laying on the bottom. When I peered closer, the water was transparent enough to look at them gleam like magical gems as the trout swam by. “I don’t think those are supposed to be there.” 
  Casey looked at her reflection and then lapped up the water. “Taste good.  You should have some.” 
  I knelt down on my knees and cupped my palms in the water. The sensation felt cool against my skin, as I brought the water towards my lips and slurped a mouthful. “This tastes good.” I scooped up another handful and gulped my fill.  Casey did the same, lapping up more. “The water feels velvety.  I don’t know how to describe it.” I sprinkled it on my face. “It’s not harsh at all… Is this even water?” 
  “It’s purified with magic, master,” Casey explained. “The crystals help cleanse the water, so it becomes refreshing to drink.  It’s wonderful to bathe in, especially on a muggy day like this.” I glanced at her and again at the stream. “I know that look… What do you wanna do, go in?” 
  “Do you think they would mind?” 
  “I’m sure it’s ok,” Casey reassured me. 
  I untangled the laces on my shoes. “Come-on… Let’s go for a dip.” 
  “Aha… No thanks,” she plopped her behind on the turf. “I rather keep my paws dry.” 
  “Aww… It will be fun.” 
  “Nope!” 
  “All right—but you’re missing out.” I took off my T-shirt and left my sports-bra on. I kept on my jeans but folded up the legs until it was up to my knees and later pulled off my socks and inserted them inside my shoes, so they wouldn’t get lost. “Guard my stuff, ok.” 
 “Don’t worry,” she replied. “I’ll let the wild animals run off with them.” 
  “Sheesh…” I tiptoed into the freezing water, which sent chills up my limbs. “The water is super cool for the hot summer heat.” 
  “The crystals keep the water cold or warm depending on the weather,” Casey responded. 
  “Damn—that’s awesome! So, this can be like a hot-spring in the winter and a cool bath in the summer?” 
  “I guess you can say that.” 
  “I have to admit it’s neat…” I waded further out where it was deeper and up to my knees. “These crystals probably glow pretty in the night.” I squatted and submerged my body in the water by laying back. “Oh man, this feels good.” The cool water was like laying on air and I barely noticed it while floating on its surface. My head dipped in and out, and underneath the blue sky appeared brighter than usual with shimmers of light that shone down from the sun. When my face reemerged, I yelled. “Casey, you should really jump in.  It’s great,” I called out for her, but there was no answer. “Casey…” 
  “Hello, Kristen,” an unfamiliar voice spoke out from the shore.  As I tilted my head to look, a beautiful woman in a long white gown caught my eye.  The fabric was so clean it almost appeared like it was glowing, along with the golden trim and threads that glistened off the outfit.  She wore thin gold chains around her waist, bangle bracelets, diamond necklaces with dove charms, and dangling earrings. Her long golden hair drifted loose with the wind, blowing from north of the stream. Casey, I saw sitting next to her and didn’t say a word. “I apologize if I disturbed you.” She spoke again, and I hurried to my feet and crossed my arms over my bra. 
  “Please don’t be alarmed, I mean you no harm.” She then grinned and giggled while covering her mouth. “There’s no need to be bashful. We are all ladies here…” Her words were soothing to my ears, and I dropped my arms and became relaxed while becoming fixated on her fair skin, bright blue eyes, and elegant beauty. “You look like you were enjoying yourself on this beautiful midsummer day.” She raised her arms to the sky and basked in the sunlight. “Mmmm… Earthly delights are always so enticing…” Then she stood normal, looking directly at me. “And to watch such a charmed beauty, act so daring among the eyes of nature, it makes my heart flutter.” 
  “Uhh…Do I know you?” I walked towards her and my stuff. “I thought I heard you call out my name.” 
  “Not directly,” the mysterious woman answered. “But I know who you are. I wouldn’t be the goddess of love if I didn’t at least know the name of the girl who used to think of me when she entered the spirit realm. Don’t you remember…?” 
  It took a while to understand what she was talking about and then it hit me. “Aphrodite…” 
  “Fantastic!” she bowed her head and curtseyed. “I believe that requires a reward.” 
  Aphrodite snapped her fingers and in the blink of an eye, we were elsewhere. Instead of standing in freezing water, my feet touched warm sand, and the air emitted salt from the ocean behind me.  On the right, the sky above split into night, and day on the left; the moon on one side, and the sun on the other. 
  “Where are we?” I asked, recognizing the place from my vision in the hospital. 
  “You’ve traveled here quite a few times.” Aphrodite approached me and grazed her fingers across my face and down my neck.  “More than you remember. I’m surprised you have forgotten so much through time and tragedy… You even forgot all about me, even though you named objects after me.” 
  “This is where I first saw you in my dreams,” I glanced around again and then strolled towards the water. “I thought this was only a dream.” 
  “The way you were at the time, of course, you would assume that,” Aphrodite walked with me near the still water. 
 “There are no waves,” I observed the ocean flat and not even rising to shore. 
  “Time doesn’t move here, unlike the earthly realm.” 
  “I remember only a little… But I always wondered if this was just a part of my imagination.” I recall standing on the beach and shifting the water to move. “This is where I manifested the double dragons…” I turned to look at her. “For you.” The memory of the two water serpents, flying around between the skies and intertwining in an ever-flowing embrace. 
  “You were fantastic at manifesting your imagination,” Aphrodite recreated a hand-sized version of the dragons above her palm and had them flow into a heart shape spin. “I was drawn to you because of how you use your heart to express your feelings.  It showed in the depths of your soul how much love you’re willing to give. You’ve loved as much as you’ve been hurt. So many have taken your heart for granted. Yet you still stand here, willing to love again.” Aphrodite waved her hand towards the sea and Claudia emerged out of the water in a black gown, her eyes gleaming like a fiery blue flame. She walked towards us on the beach, staring at me until I felt a warm sensation churning in my chest. 
  I gasped as my abdomen throbbed. “What’s this feeling…?” 
  “Connection,” Aphrodite suggested. “Perhaps an unbreakable bond.” 
  Claudia stood at the edge of shore and walked no further towards us. However, as she stood there, my heart melted at the sight of her black silk hair drenched from the sea and her pink lips parted, making me want to kiss her even though she wasn’t human.  Her eyes gazed into mine and then at Aphrodite. “Is she really here,” I asked? 
  The love goddess giggled, “What do you think…?” 
  “You brought her here…?” The blood raced through my veins, tempting me to rush to her, but I stood still, and Claudia remained quiet as her gaze moved from me to the goddess. “Why did you…?” Aphrodite’s motives were unclear as we stood in a triangle, staring at each other. 
  “Because you want her,” she answered. “And she loves you. Even though you saw what she has done, and what’s she capable of—you still desire her. It’s what I enjoy about you, Kristen. You love even the most scorned of creatures… A Demon.” 
  I looked at Aphrodite, unsure of what she meant. 
  “Oh, I was so sure you realized it by now, that she’s a Demon. Not just any… A high ranked one… A Lord.” 
  I gasped, not saying a word and just glared at Claudia staring at me. 
  “How do you feel knowing that…,” Aphrodite asked? “Will you still look at her the same way?” 
  The mark throbbed, causing me pain and then I took a deep breath. “I appreciate what you have done by revealing this to me. It makes me believe you actually care even though it would have been much better if she told me herself and not like this, by your will… Thank you…”  Then while looking into Claudia’s eyes, the ache eased and suddenly an image of her entered my mind of giving me a pie. Was it a delusion, or a lost memory? It was strange how it appeared in this time of need where the goddess tested us. Memory or not, it was convincing enough to sway my heart. It made me happy to be with her and standing just a few feet from each other, it made my heart leap. 
  “You love her,” Aphrodite concluded based on the silent stares. “Even after everything and all the deceit, you still want to be with her.” Then her eyes glared at Claudia. “What do you think of this, Demon? Are you still going to stand aside and watch after knowing this…? Will you still do nothing…?” 
  Claudia’s view remained on me and ignored Aphrodite’s interrogation. Then with a snap of the goddess’s fingers, the woman I loved disappeared from the beach. “Sorry about that...” Aphrodite acted annoyed by rolling her eyes. “The ones that remain silent always infuriate me.” 
 I sighed in disappointed with Claudia’s silence. “She said nothing…” It bothered me to believe Freyja and my familiar about having misfortune in relationships. “Just like Casey said before—maybe it’s for the best.” I plopped my behind in the sand and laid back, gazing at the sky. “Freyja mentioned us cursed ones are better off not falling in-love. Maybe my love is a curse in itself.” 
  “That doesn’t sound like my disciple talking,” Aphrodite stood over me, blocking my view of the sky. “Ooooohh, Freyja… She still underestimates many things, hiding behind her fake personas. However, she will be more useful as a teacher than I.” A tear rolled down her face and dripped onto my cheek. “Your path has strayed into the darkness, Kristen—not even I can do much to change your fate… But I can at least help you along the way.” She reached out her hand for me to grab it. “There’s someone I want you to meet before returning home.” 
  I grasped her hand, and she firmly pulled me up to my feet. “Yeah, ok… I’ll meet whoever you want me to meet…” I had a sense of doubt it will be enjoyable, after watching Claudia do nothing before my eyes. Why didn’t she say anything? 
  “I know those eyes,” Aphrodite kissed my cheek. “Cheer-up, our next adventure will leave you breathless—I promise you.” She took ahold of my hand and tugged me to follow her along the sand. “We must hurry… A dear friend of mine has been waiting to see you for a long time now.” 
  “A friend,” I asked, halting in place. “She’s actually the one who asked me to bring you as a favor, since you are my disciple.” 
  “Why would she want to see me?” 
  “All visits have a purpose,” Aphrodite stated. “I get to enjoy my charming girl—and she has her own reasons for requesting your presence.” She tugged at me again. “Now come—she’s waiting for us.” Then with a flick of her wrist we were again someplace else. 
  I hear the ocean… 
 
 CHAPTER 16 
 
 Goddess of the Sea 
 
WHERE AM I? One second, we were on a beach, the next we stood near the edge of a cliff, overlooking the ocean and the waves crashing below. The cliff-side stretched around an expanded territory with a rock wall, enclosing us in from what appeared to be a secluded paradise. Out on the remote horizon was the boundless sea and behind us, the trees bloomed a vast rainbow of colors. Sparkling Fairies fluttered above the petals, making everything shine like glitter.  Near it, rested a cozy bungalow with a hammock which brought me to the conclusion that this enclosure was someone’s home. Why would Aphrodite bring me here of all places? 
  A burst of wind blew in from the coastal horizon, giving an intriguing odor of salt and an unexpected sweetness of perfume. As the gust died down, the scent lingered, and in the corner of my eye I detected a figure, watching us. It was a woman standing about twenty feet away.  Her blondish chestnut hair caught my attention first, then her fair blue eyes that emanated like sapphire gems sparkling in the sunlight.  At first, her face was expressionless, staring at me, then suddenly a pleasant smile appeared on her lips.  Her fair beauty matched Aphrodite’s, hand in hand, yet there was something familiar about her I couldn’t quite put my finger on. Although, while gazing at her bikini-like top, I noticed it was fashioned with blue and white diamonds, fastened together to cover her breasts. 
  She wore a slim silver chain draped around her torso and delicate waistline, and below she had on a blue pastel fabric, tightly wrapped around her hips, with the tail loose enough to flail in the wind. It had many white diamonds shimmering off the trim and her beauty heightened as my eyes found the large cobalt diamond pendant displaying off her neckline. She also had matching earrings to compliment it. Even though she walked barefoot towards us, her garments conveyed that wealth wasn’t an issue for a higher being. 
  “You made it…” The woman’s gentle tone drew my attention aside from her feet. “I’m glad you came.” 
  It turned out she was speaking to me, but I stood silent by her piercing glare. 
  “Sorry, darling, for the delay,” Aphrodite answered instead. “We took a slight detour along the way.” 
  “There’s no need to apologize—she is your disciple. I’m simply fortunate that you brought her here.” 
  “I merely aspire to bring happiness to my loving aunt.” Aphrodite bowed her head. “The smirk on your face says I served well.” 
  “Yes, you did—thank you.” The woman nodded her head. “It will only be a short while.” 
  “Take your time,” Aphrodite laid her arm along my shoulders and snuggled me strongly. “Indeed, I love my alone time with this charming young lady.” She pecked my cheek. “Very well… I leave you two to introduce yourselves. Summon me when you’re finished, okay,” Aphrodite said before unlocking her grasp and stepping aside. “I cherish this one, Amphis. Don’t make me jealous.” 
  “Thank you again…” The woman named Amphis responded with a side-grin. “But I can’t make any promises.” 
  Aphrodite laughed. “Hm… Don’t make me regret my kindness… Kristen.” She called out to me with a cheerful glare. “The cost for cheating on me is a thousand kisses, remember that.” Thus, she clicked her fingers and disappeared without a trace. 
  “Wha—a thousand…” Blood surged to my face. “Why…?” 
  “Be careful, she doesn’t really hold back on her punishments,” Amphis’ tone didn’t sound sincere. “I take it you wouldn’t want to kiss the deity of love…?” 
  I shook my head ‘no’. 
  “Ha… That’s the first reaction I’ve seen in history. I suppose I must behave myself then, so you’re not reprimanded.” 
  “You’re joking right…?” 
  Amphis side-glanced me. “Am I…?” We were silent staring at each other. “I’m joking. I would never do such a thing unless—you requested it.” She winked. 
 “Umm… You sure like to kid-around.” 
  “The expressions you give is priceless,” she announced. “I can see why she teases you. It’s absolutely adorable to watch.” 
  “That’s so mean,” I proceeded to not take her words seriously. “So, Aphrodite is your niece…?” 
  “Hm…” Amphis grunted while peering over the cliff while ignoring my question. “Let’s sit down for a while…” She crouched near the ledge and sat while tapping the ground for me to join. “Come… The view is much better here.” 
  However, I was reluctant.  “Don’t worry,” Amphis reassured me. “I won’t bite. Besides, nothing bad will happen to you—not while under my care. It’s safe.” 
  I did as she requested and relaxed beside her with our legs dangling together off the cliff-side. “You’re right.”  The wind howled up the wall and the clash of waves and rocks thundered below. “It’s a lot better right here. The view is breathtaking.” 
  “It is…” Amphis answered. “The sea is my place of solace when matters become rough and when hope drifts further out.  Only here, I can remind myself what it was all worth in the end.” 
  “I presume you have it rough too,” I accepted her attempt to relate with me. 
             “What’s your place…?” 
  “The forest…” I responded. “It’s the one place where I can breathe… But the ocean—there is something calming about being near water.” 
  “Water can rejuvenate the body and spirit,” Amphis stated and glimpsed at my torso. “Why are you half-dressed?” 
  “Yeah—um… I was lying in a stream before Aphrodite showed up. As you can see, I didn’t have a chance to get dressed.” 
  Amphis giggled, “Poor thing—you must be so uncomfortable being whisked through the realms like that.” 
  “At this moment, it’s whatever.” Quickly, I detected in a shallow part of the water below, a ginormous fish about the length of a humpback whale, circling in the translucent depths. “What’s that…?” I blurted. 
  Amphis looked down below. “Oh… Midnight—she’s a rare one.” 
             “She looks like a giant catfish,” I added while squinting at her thick whisker-like tentacles on each side of her face. 
  “She has a cat-like face,” Amphis agreed. “I rescued her centuries ago… Humans thought she was a fish that would grant wishes if they captured her, but that wasn’t the case.  She’s just a quiet creature of the sea.  However, with Midnight being the last of her kind, I brought her here. She will never age or die now. All the creatures I bring here, will never perish from existence.” 
  “Like a sanctuary…” 
  “Yes, exactly that,” she responded.  “Everything here lives under my protection and can coexist with each other without worry.” 
        “That’s cool,” I reacted. “She’s lovely though. This entire place—it’s unbelievable. But why would you want to see me…? I don’t even know who you are.” 
  “The important thing is—I know who you are, Kristen Brenner. And I know the misfortunes you undergo. Why, fates set us on a path that brings us grief and let us wander in confusion when the worse things appear?  Fate hasn’t allowed us ease—has it…?” 
  “Sheesh… I don’t know what’s next from here.” I scanned the ring on my finger. “Things are changing fast.” 
  “I assume it hasn’t been easy, seeing the realms,” Amphis intertwined her arm with mine. “Being tossed into an unfamiliar setting can be scary at first.” She suddenly clutched my hand with the ring and her fingers glided up my arm, to where her delicate fingertips skimmed the mark. “Does it still hurt…?” 
  “No…” 
         “Good—I’m glad,” she sobbed. “You must have been afraid?” 
        “To be honest, fear never entered my mind,” I explained. “Maybe it was because I was already dying slowly and painfully.  I could hardly get a breath in because I was choking so much… When she showed up, it didn’t matter. I didn’t want to suffer anymore, and that woman took my pain away…. Wish I knew who she was, or where she is....  I haven’t seen her since.” 
          Tears dropped from Amphis eyes after I spoke. “You’re brave. Not all can be calm and collected after something as dramatic as that.” 
  “I don’t know why I feel so numb about it,” I wavered for a minute as Amphis looked lovingly at the ocean. “It’s ok, though. I’m learning little by little to accept everything.  In time, maybe I’ll get the answers I’ve been searching for. Anyway, I have a talking familiar now. How cool is that? And it turns out my teacher is a Sorceress cursed to be a goddess.” 
  “Freyja.” 
  “You know her…?” 
  “I do…” Amphis answered in gloom.  “I too became a Goddess, whether or not I wanted it.” 
  “For you to be Aphrodite’s aunt, that would mean you married one of her uncles.  Since in Mythology Hades married Persephone—that leaves Poseidon.”  She frowned at his name. “You’re the wife of Poseidon.” 
  “I am Amphitrite, the goddess of the sea, eldest amongst my siblings, the Oceanic Nymphs, and I’m the spouse of the sea god. But my dear friends call me Amphis.” 
  “Amphis…” I smirked. “Now that’s a rare name. Beautiful… Just like the paradise you created.” 
             “Aphrodite’s right… You’re truly the charmer.” She tickled my side, driving me to flinch and groan. “If you continue being this charming, I’ll intentionally make my niece jealous.” 
             “So, I would have to give her a thousand kisses…? Please don’t…” 
  “She will instruct you to kiss any place on her body,” Amphis finally made a heartfelt smile. “And guess what—you will have to submit.” 
  “Like hell I will!” 
             “Aww—someone has their heart set on someone else.  Are you saving those kisses for that special someone?” She nudged my side. “Aphrodite let slip a few details about you and a certain Demon girl… You know, before I married my husband, I was passionately in-love with someone of the same race.” 
  “You were in-love with a Demon…? That’s hard to believe.” 
  “It’s true.  The heart doesn’t care about the details, it just wants what it wants,” she explained, although, her face expressed despair. “I loved her very much. Even after all this time of being separated, I love her.  Despite how ruthless she has become; my heart and soul still yearn to be with her. Love can be a well-defined curse, since I learned you said those words in the ‘beach of time.’ 
  “You heard that,” I was astonished she knew. 
  “The ocean speaks to me as well, Kristen,” she clarified. “Any ocean, in any realm, they never remain silent around me. It’s strange that you mention you find solace in the forest.  The one I love used to say the same. We even shared the same gift, but it was the forest who spoke to her.” 
  When Amphis mentioned it, my thoughts instantly went on what Casey said about her friend from the past who had the ability to hear the forest and its creatures. “Does your lover have a name…?” 
  “Does your lover have a name…?” Amphis countered the question. 
  “Fine… Her name is Claudia,” I answered.  “She’s not my lover though.... Who knows what we are or were..., but I love her. How absurd it may seem—but I feel like I’ve always loved her, even though we only met a few weeks ago.” 
 “Aww… Sounds like a twin souls love.” 
  “A what…?” I responded. “Never mind—now it’s your turn to share.” 
  “All right—her name’s Alphard.” 
  “Alphard… And why didn’t you stay with her if you still love her? Did she break your heart?” 
  “No… Quite the opposite.” 
  “Huh… You broke her heart.” 
  “It had to be done,” Amphis stated. “Those are choices I’ll have to live with.” 
  “No wonder you ponder whether it was worth it all.” 
  “I’m sure there was no pistol at your head telling you had to do it—so, why did you? It doesn’t look like you care too much about your husband.” 
  “Hopefully, Claudia will never have to go through the same misfortune as I did.” Amphis became obscure in her answer and remained quiet about it. “I left her, because I love her. My marriage and life as a goddess, is my punishment.” 
  “Sorry if it’s too personal, but did you ever stop to consider that you didn’t have to break-up with her and runoff, and later get married to someone else? When a human being like me, do things like that, it’s called being foolish. Believe me there’s a lot of mistakes mankind do in relationships or when it falls to the heart. But if there was nothing wrong with your relationship in the first place, why not figure out another way to stay together instead of forcing yourself through this bullshit? It’s just wasting time…  Humans don’t have a lot of time. For us, time is all we have. So, if you really loved her, or love her, don’t suppress it anymore.  You’re an immortal being, go-get the woman back and stop sulking about it and doubting if it was worth it, what you did.” 
  “It’s not that simple.” 
  “I’m sure the woman you love is simple.” 
  Amphis laughed. “And is the woman you’re in-love with simple…?” 
  “Hell no,” I replied. “I’m a Witch and she’s a Demoness.  There’s nothing simple about that! At least you’re immortal.  You have time on your side. Unlike me, I don’t… And why am I lecturing a deity about love? Aren’t you supposed to be the experienced one, since you’re probably centuries old?” 
  “That’s right—I’m supposed to be lecturing you—and it’s rude to bring up a woman’s age.” 
  “Sorry—my bad,” I responded. “No, but for real though—you should try to get her back if you still feel that strongly about her. If you’re with someone you don’t love, now that’s hard. I hope you figure it out soon because you’re a pretty cool person and way too nice to be miserable.  Midnight would want you to be happy too.” 
  “I know—and you’re right,” Amphis smiled and stood to her feet. “How about we grow together on this journey?” Her hand reached out for mine. “Both love and courage.” 
  I clutched her hand. “Now that—I’ll agree to.” 
  She yanked me up. “Look out there… What do you see?” 
  I glanced at the horizon and a glimmer radiated off a small island about a mile away from shore. “Was that island always there?” 
  “It was,” she said. “You just weren’t ready to see it yet.” 
  In the sunlight, the object beamed again like a beacon. 
  “What is that…?” I squinted, trying to figure out what it was. However, the distance was too far to see, but it appeared to be a piece a metal on top of a rock slab. 
  “That is my gift to you,” Amphis answered, strolling towards a staircase that suddenly appeared within the cliff-side. “However—You will have to swim there to get it.” 
  “Um… That’s pretty far.” Then I noticed a swarm of sharks that swam around, their dorsal fins gliding above the water. “Are you serious…?” 
  “Very…” She had a firm glare. “How willing are you to surpass fear…?” 
 “Those are sharks…” I pointed out. “You want me to swim all the way there with them? —Hell no!” 
  “Do you not believe in me, Kristen…?” Amphis eyes softened with disappointment. “Did my words mean anything from before?” 
  I exhaled in fear and my heart raced against my chest, while watching the sharks grow more in numbers.  Then Midnight caught my attention. She swam without worrying about the predators who could easily shred her apart, but they didn’t attack her at all. 
  Amphis eyes remained on me as I stepped up to the ledge. “I believe in you—Goddess of the Sea.” Then on a sheer whim, I leapt off the edge.  In the corner of my eye, she raced to where I jumped and watched me fall until I splashed into the water. The impact didn’t hurt at all while submerging deep into the depths. Sun beamed through the surface, creating rays of light, to where I saw Midnight, close and personal.  She was huge compared to what she appeared from the top of the cliff. Her face drew near mine where I could touch her tentacle, which was slick on my palms. Midnight, then swam off, leaving to view the coral reefs in the distance, of greens, yellows, reds, and blues. 
  Swimming under the sea was just another paradise in this enclosure. After realizing how amazing it was to be in the ocean with a mythical fish, I swam towards the direction of the island.  The sharks hadn’t presented themselves yet, as I reemerged to the surface to get air out of habit, but it seemed like I could be under longer without having to come up.  I submerged again and frog-kicked my way passed the reefs and school of fish of all colors and breeds. Suddenly, they caught my eye in the haze. Sharks… 
  My body paralyzed as they glided towards me.  One appeared to be a Great White, then five Tiger Sharks appeared since I recognized the blotches on its back, and three Hammerheads. All look fierce and ready for dinner as they circled around me.  However, even though they were near me by a foot, not once they attack me.  So, I kept swimming and making my way towards the island.  Along the way Dolphins came to greet, leaping in and out of the water and it made me understand while watching them play, that I had never seen any of these creatures before until today.  Is this why she wanted me to earn her gift…? Did Amphis want me to see this beautiful world she loves? 
  While getting close to the shore of the small island, I re-emerged from the water and who met me at the top was Amphis with a wide grin, standing on the surface of the sea, with it wrapped around her waist. “Now, was that so hard?” I kept silent, staring at her, recognizing the pose from the oil painting in my grandmother's bedroom. The flowing hair, the way the water resembled a dress, it was Amphis in the picture gazing at the city in the horizon. “What’s the matter?” she asked, even though her eyes said she knew what I was thinking. “You look confused. 
  “Are you her…?” I asked. 
  “Who…?” 
  “The one in my grandmother’s painting.” 
  “During a dreadful war, the mortal world had undergone great losses, lots of ships crossed the sea to survive… The nights were the worst to watch when some of those ships sank. The ones that made it through the travesty of bombs and fire, I granted them safe passage across the sea—to their new home. I believe your grandmother was on the ship that arrived in the city called New York on the night of Christmas Eve.   I remember well the emotions of everyone onboard, coming from the cold darkness, and then seeing the hope of sparkling lights. To a child, it’s a very magical experience. Your grandmother at her early age, saw me that night and the artist who made that painting.” 
  “Thank you,” I uttered suddenly. 
  “I don’t seek gratification, young one.” 
 “But still… My family survived, coming to America, because you took it upon yourself to make sure at least some ships could make it. So many could live.” 
  Amphis dropped in the water, beside me and embraced me in a tight hug.  The squeeze of her slender arms was warm even with us both being wet. “You are sweet for saying such things, but please—no more about it. Who would have thought my actions were the right choice…? Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been born.” She then pulled me against the water, and we were at the shore of the island. “I think you’ve well enough earned my gift.” Her eyes glanced upon the stone altar. 
  I climbed onto land and gazed at her once more before walking towards the altar. The object that beamed light was a silvery sword. The blade polished clean and mirrored my face as I stood near it, and on its surface runic symbols were engraved into the metal. 
  While staring at the ruins, it translated before my eyes. “Prevail with courage,” I read. Such simple words on the curved blade, its craftsmanship was unlike anything I’ve ever seen. I laid my hands on the hilt and grasped it in my palms.  It was my first time touching the sword, yet it felt familiar in my hand. A memory awoke in my mind of holding the sword and walking towards a wall of fire. 
  “What do you feel, holding it?” Amphis asked, her tone curious. 
  “Nothing…” I answered. “It’s gorgeous. Doesn’t seem like a typical sword.” 
  “It’s just a sword,” Amphis voice seemed disappointed by my answer. “Forgive the unusual gift chosen for you, but it concerned us both that you might need a weapon to protect yourself. And this sword can cut through steel and never flaw…. Keep Valora safe.” 
  “Valora…” I didn’t understand why it had a name. 
  “In many lifetimes, many had called her Valora.” 
  “Latin for courageous,” I suddenly blurted out, knowing the meaning. “It seems the knowledge of Emma was really shining through me. I don’t know a lick of Latin or how to read ruins.” 
  “I’m sure you’re curious now, to learn more.” 
  “Thank you—for today,” I said. “And the gift.” 
  “You’re welcome back anytime, you know,” Amphis replied.  “Whenever you want to come back, just think of me, and I’ll bring you here.” 
  “It’s time for me to go, huh?” I said. 
  “Aphrodite has been waiting long enough.” 
  “And sure enough I have,” Aphrodite’s voice whispered in my ear and then out of nowhere she appeared. “Did you have fun?” Her arm wrapped around me once again. “Amphis has had you to herself for too long.” Then they glared at each other. “You had her swim with the sharks—Really…?” 
  “She put her faith in me,” Amphis answered with a wide, devious grin. “How much faith does she have in you?” 
  “Not enough, I should say…” Aphrodite added and then they both stared at me. 
  “Uh—what’s going on?” 
  “Oh, my—she so adorable,” Amphis cracked a laugh.  “I wish we could tease her more, but I’m sure her familiar and friends are getting worried by now.” 
  Aphrodite hugged me. “Oh, you’re right… We will have to continue this later, then.” She then snapped her fingers, and I was back at the river, standing in the same spot from before. Casey was still sitting on the shore but next to her was Quynn and Faylen. 
  They rushed to their feet and Faylen’s worried expression was evident. Quynn I noticed was holding my shirt in his hand and then I realized they were looking at my bra. I quickly crossed my arms to cover most of my chest. 
  How long have I been gone…? 
 
 CHAPTER 17 
 
 A Darkness Within 
 
 “WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN?” Faylen’s voice resounded throughout the forest. Her screech sent the birds flying from their branches, and I clumsily dropped the sword in the water. 
  Casey wagged her tail excitedly but stayed silent otherwise. I had a feeling she was chiding me too. I knew they were concerned, and I discreetly tried to put my clothes back on. “Um… How long was I gone for…?” I asked as I wrapped my arms around myself. 
  “Only a few minutes,” Faylen answered. “Quynn and I had only just arrived when you disappeared right before our eyes!” 
  “I explained to them someone came for you and that you were fine,” Casey finally spoke. “But they were busy freaking out. I think Quynn was about to cry.” 
  “Shut-up, Casey,” I mumbled wanting to yell at her. “Wait-a-minute, only a few minutes… That’s absurd.  I was gone for at least an hour or more…” 
   “No—it hasn’t been that long,” Faylen shook her head in confusion. “You let someone take you half-dressed? The nerve…” 
  “Uh… Speaking of that—can you all stop staring at me?” I walked backed onto dry ground with soaked feet. “This is so embarrassing—can I have my shirt?” Quynn handed me my clothes. “I didn’t ask to be taken anywhere, you know…” I pulled the T-shirt over my head and rolled it down to my waist. “It kinda just happened.” 
   “Who was it?” Faylen kept interrogating. 
   “Aphrodite…” 
   “A goddess came for you?” Faylen reacted with bewilderment and concern. “What did she want…?” 
   “Sheesh—what’s with the worry, for-reals?” I noticed Faylen didn’t like the idea of another goddess entering my life. “She just wanted to talk and… Oh, shit.” I remembered I dropped the sword and rushed back into the current, splashing the water, seeking to recover it.  When I ended up finding the spot, I saw it glittering next to the gleaming white crystals. “There it is…” I reached into the depths and gripped firmly onto the hilt, plucking it out. The sword rung while rising out into the sunlight, so intense even Casey’s ears perked up and the birds chirped noisily around us. “Strange…” I said, peering at the engravings that glowed a moment longer before dying down. “They wanted me to have this gift.” I whipped around so my friends could get a better view, they all backed up in shock. When the light dimmed, that’s when I noticed the enlarged eyes of Quynn and Faylen. Casey stood on all fours and was less relaxed on the pasture, gazing in silence at Valora.   
  They crept closer for a better view, still cautious. Faylen gasped at the sight of the inscriptions on the blade. “They gave you this?” she inquired with eyes that showed this wasn’t any old sword. “This was their gift to you…?” Her face became stern and demanded answers. 
  “Yeah… It seems like you three recognize this thing.” I clutched it and swayed it around, acknowledging how light-weight it was. “I have no clue why they gave it to me though. Like I can fight with a sword.  Give me a bow or a rifle.  Something I know how to use. Not a blade like this.” 
  “It’s a weapon for warriors, not hunters,” Faylen stated. “Who gave you this…?” 
  “Amphis… Well her full name is Amphitrite, and she’s the goddess of the sea,” I responded, not wanting to withhold information. “Aphrodite brought me to her. She lives in some sanctuary off the coast.  It was wonderful there, and she seemed nice.” 
  “The sea goddess…” Faylen didn’t act so keen on the answer. 
  “Why do you both look like they gave me some sort-of a forbidden treasure?” 
   “Kristen, this sword has been lost for quite some time,” she clarified. “Her last owner journeyed into the Underworld and never returned. The Dark Elf Generals wielded this blade for generations, and here she is… In your hands.” 
 “So, you recognize it then.” 
   “Any Elven tribe of both forest and dark would recognize this weapon. Many have served where this sword has challenged in battle.  It’s an honor to even hold her. Valora… the sword of courage.” 
  I bought the blade next to my face. “Uh… Doesn’t seem like much.” I analyzed it in the sun and there was no energy emitting from it. “I sense nothing.” 
  “Hm…” Faylen grunted. “Perhaps, I’m wrong. But still… I would keep the sword someplace safe and away from the other Elves in the village.” Her voice expressed worry.  "Besides, it is a gift from a higher being, which is uncommon. You don’t want to show any contempt towards their generosity—even though the sword wasn’t theirs to give.  They must want you to have it for a reason.” 
  “I suppose I have to find someplace to hide it… My grandma will give me the third degree if I come home with something this sharp and expensive looking. She would assume I took it.” 
   “We wouldn’t want that… Come,” Faylen order while strolling back towards the cabin and Casey trotted behind her.  Quynn waited for me to pick up my shoes and pursued after them. We all stepped into the cozy area where a small fire crackled in the fireplace. However, it wasn’t boiling hot.  The cabin fire warmed the space enough to dry my wet legs and the chills I had from standing in the cool stream. 
   Quynn gawked at my ring as we settled inside, and I roamed around the lodge. Again, I peered at Faylen’s record, still on the desk but opened to a new page where she drew the shape of a wolf with silvery eyes. “You know about the wolf hunting this land?” 
  “I came across it last night, after the foxes warned us of its arrival near the boundary. I hid high in a tree, but it looked less fixated on finding something to hunt. It appeared to be going somewhere. However, it was wandering your way.” 
  I remained silent about my encounter with the dire wolf the night before, but I could still see its eyes and hear its menacing growl. 
  “Freyja said it’s a Dire Wolf. Do you know anything about them?” 
  Faylen set a cauldron full of water over the fire and stoked the flames. “Dire Wolves were once our closest allies some time ago. Like us, they’re one of many creatures of the woodlands. We coexisted well, preserving the lands... They were our friends… Strong and loyal beasts of the moon and night.  Dark Elves were their greatest ally to fend off invaders from over-taking the forests… Until one murdered the thirty-second general of the Dark Elf army.” 
  “Murdered…” A vision of a tree flashed in my mind. “What happened…?” 
  “Who knows… It was a rivalry—that’s for certain,” Faylen answered. “But after that… The loyalty us Elves had for the wolf clan ended then and there. Even though the alpha explained it was the working of a wolf cursed by an affliction called the ‘blood rage’… And that he and a few other rogue wolves acted on their own accord against the pack’s rule… However, the damage was done. Friendships ended, and it severed our alliance completely.” 
   “Sounds awful for those who had nothing to do with the attack,” I declared while another image appeared of a pale elf with long pointed ears and black silk hair. By staring at him, a surge of sorrow entered, making my heart tight. When I laid the sword on the desk and let go of the hilt, the vision quickly disappeared. “What is a ‘blood rage’…? You mentioned the alpha said it afflicted the wolf?” 
  “It’s madness that befalls a wolf when they’re blighted by their own darkness,” Faylen explained. “From what I learned, it’s awful and irreversible. The wolf is executed by the pack and it’s alpha if they suffer under such doomed fate. However, if an alpha is overtaken, it’s troublesome.  They become stronger and harder to kill, the longer they live with the madness. Even us Elves dread taking on such an evil creature. The one last night—I was lucky it didn’t notice me watching it.” 
 “Why would you look for him if you knew he was dangerous?” 
  “Because it’s my obligation to safeguard the boarders when a threat arrives,” she explained. “We send the warning for the village to prepare, if required.” 
   “Don’t you have scouts for that…?” 
  “We do… But I took it upon myself to sacrifice my life to assure the security of the other Elves.  Quynn only serves me when it falls to it.” 
   “Why do you wanna sacrifice yourself…?” I didn’t understand why her eyes looked sad most of the time, as she spoke. 
   “Because I choose to… I have firsthand experience of a village being invaded and neighbors being taken away or slaughtered.” Faylen looked me in the eye. “After seeing such horrors, I dedicated my soul to ensuring the safety of others. Hopefully then… ‘She,’ will forgive me for not being able to save her.” 
  “Who…?” I sought. “Save who…?” 
  Faylen said nothing and instead returned her focus to her fire and the water boiling on it. Quynn strolled over to her and set his hand on her shoulder. 
  “I’m fine, Quynn, thank you.” He continued to stand next to her as she sighed. “Sorry… My past is hard to think about. But I still remember everything like it just happened, even though it was centuries ago. For a long time, I wandered the earth after everything… Alone… Missing her every moment of the day, not knowing what horrors she might have seen or whether she is dead, or even still alive. Then I found Quynn… Life became less lonely with both of us wandering the world.  Village to Village… He had a purpose, and with him, I discovered mine despite how you react.” 
  “I apologize for asking.  It’s just that I love you both.  I don’t want to visit one day and not find you guys here.” I noticed Quynn’s eyes gazing at my ring repeatedly. “Do you like it?” I asked him. “Turns out this ring is from an ancestor who sealed her soul inside, so she could pass on a lifetime of insight.” My head throbbed, creating a soreness that made me nauseous. “It has been a lot to take in all at once.” 
   Faylen rushed towards me and gripped my arm before pushing me into a chair.  Then she used her fingertips to squeeze a delicate spot between my thumb and index finger, causing me to screech in agony. “Owww! Dang-it!” 
  “Relax,” she ordered while doing the same thing to my other hand. 
  “It stings,” I cringed as her hand ran near my elbow joint and pressed hard in another spot. 
   “It will help the energy flow better.” 
   “Ugh… You’re gonna kill me.” 
  Faylen’s hands grabbed under my collarbone and pinched, making my lungs hurt. “You should quit smoking, the tar is lining both your lungs.” 
  I coughed profusely. “How are you…?” 
  “Shhh—Don’t talk,” Faylen kept clutching my shoulders and later moved her thumbs to the back of my neck, kneading the beginning of my spine. After a near minute of being tormented by her hands, she stopped. “How do you feel now…?” 
  I noticed the pulsing and nausea disappeared and my body seemed at ease. “Wow… It doesn’t bother me anymore.” 
  “Excellent!” she responded while turning away and going back to the fireplace. “You need to become mindful of what goes into your body. The body is like a house. It needs the utmost care.” 
  “Thanks,” I said. “What did you just do…?” 
  “The body has several pressure spots to relieve certain ailments. It can also inform me of the condition of your internal organs and what’s suffering the most.  For instance, it’s your lungs and spleen.  Stop smoking and eat better.” 
  “Ha—great…” I replied. “Anything else, while I’m here?” 
  “Oh, you need to exercise more often,” she suggested. “It will promote better sleep and build up some needed muscles you lack right now.” 
 “Sheesh… Can you be harsher…?” 
  “I remember you were active as a youngster, scaling trees and running without losing breath,” she said. “I would prefer to see you grow into your strongest one day… Strong, sensible, and courageous.” 
  “I’ll try my best,” I replied, while flexing my shoulders. 
  “Try drinking milk once in a while,” Faylen suggested. “It will help clean your lungs faster. If you need help with exercise, I’m sure Quynn is more than eager to train you, especially with that sword. It would be a waste to not at least learn how to defend yourself.” 
  I glanced at the weapon on the desk.  “Well… It wouldn’t hurt to learn.” 
  Faylen glared at Quynn and they stared at each other. “Quynn remembers you said, ‘give me a bow’ at the stream.” 
  “Yeah… I’m better as an archer, not at swordplay.” 
  “Uh-huh… We should see…” Faylen strolled over to the right rear corner of the wall to an Elven long-bow hanging on a hook.  It was stained black with a carved dragon head on each side. “You can show us your level of skill by using this.” She handed it to me and then took a quiver of arrows that hung next to where the bow was. 
  “What… Really… Now…?” 
  “Yes,” she nudged me out of the chair. “Come-on, I want to see.” 
  Quynn stepped away as Faylen pushed me through the door and he and Casey followed us.  We hiked over to a meadow with fewer trees in the proximity. It was a secluded location with no one else in sight.  However, there were wide wooden poles mounted into the ground, with several holes as if they used it as targets. 
  “This is where Quynn and I train.” Faylen handed me an arrow. “Elven warriors train regularly to master archery.  Unlike humans, Dark Elves and Wood Elves train at an early age to shoot at any range and can hit a mark even blindfolded.” 
  “That’s pretty skilled,” I marveled. “I don’t think I can hit a target blindfolded—but I definitely can hit my mark at a far range.” 
  “Well… Quit talking and show us,” she said. “Choose your target.” 
  I glanced around the field and found a stump across the tall grass, near the border of the woods.  Once it aligned with my sight, I mounted the arrow on the base and drew back the string. My elbow lined up with my shoulders when I held it in place and aimed the tip high from the target.  I took a deep breath and released the string. The arrow soared through the air and hit the stump. 
  “Not bad for a human,” Faylen reacted, not impressed by the shot. 
  “What…? Do you think I can do better?” 
  Faylen grabbed the bow and an arrow from the quiver, her eyes narrowed and focused on the stump. Then she pulled the string and fired within a few seconds without a single hesitation in her movement or breath.  As I watched her firm glare and then glanced at the arrow soaring faster than anything I’ve witnessed. The tip of her arrowhead splits through my arrow, right before my eyes, shattering it into pieces. 
  My jaw dropped. “That was freak’en amazing…!” 
  “To us—this is nothing,” Faylen directed her eyes towards me. “In time, if you wish, we can help you become stronger.” 
  Suddenly, a voice entered my mind. “Are you gonna let her one-up you like that—pfft?” I glanced around the field, with only the wind blowing. 
  “What’s wrong...?” Faylen and Quynn looked concern and then glanced at each other. 
  Then the malevolent voice spoke again. “Are you seriously gonna let her show-off like she’s that amazing to look down on you…? We can do better!” I glanced at my hands and exhaled, realizing the voice sounded like me. “Take it…” It urged me. “Let’s show her the real you.” 
 “Who are you?” I mumbled. 
  “What…?” Faylen asked. 
  “Nothing,” I answered while taking back the bow. “You said something about even hitting a target while blindfolded.” 
  Faylen nodded. “Let me try it then.” 
  Quynn’s eyes widened while looking at Faylen. 
  “It’s fine, Quynn,” she said. “Do as she asks.” 
  He pulled out from behind his belt a piece of cloth and handed it to me.  It was big enough to tie around my head and leave my eyes completely shrouded from the field around.  I only heard Faylen’s grunts as if my request annoyed her. “She’s expecting you to fail,” the voice said. “They have no faith in you, Kristen.” My chest throbbed. “How do you feel about that…? They think of you as weak and helpless… Are you…?” 
  “Shut-up…” I mumble softly to myself. 
  “Are you sure you’re okay?” Casey asked. 
  “I’m fine,” I answered, even though I was far from it. 
  Faylen placed an arrow in my hand. “Be careful she said.” 
  Her words angered me. “Oh, believe in me,” the voice said. “I believe in you more than they do. Put your trust in me.”  The mark throbbed, causing my left shoulder to ache. I rotated it and then held the bow with the arrow against the base.  As I drew back the string, a strange electrical sensation moved through my arm, and it shifted on its own.  The muscles in my arm relaxed and my body naturally moved into position and without waiting, I released the string, and the arrow left. 
  After listening to the arrow hit something, everyone was silent.  When I removed the blindfold, Quynn and Faylen, they directed their eyes down the field and their mouths were slightly ajar as if they were in shock.  I took a deep breath and glanced in the direction of the stump. Sure enough, my arrow had hit its mark.  The arrowhead broke through Faylen’s arrow, in the same spot, splitting the base into fives. “Whoa…” I uttered in amazement.  They all gaped at me, dumbstruck.  “I guess luck had my back today.” 
  Faylen stayed silent. 
  “Master, should we be heading back soon?” Casey asked, trying to break the silence. “Grandmother wanted us home early before curfew.” 
  “Yeah… you’re right,” I said. “We should get back.” We walked back towards the cabin and picked up the sword.  The moment I held it, more images formed in my mind like a memory.  An Elven man with his back towards me looking at the same tree I envisioned before.  By his side, was the same sword which I held.  This was his sword…  Who is he…? 
  We said our farewells near the entrance. Faylen and Quynn still looked at me as if what I did wasn’t something normal.  Even I didn’t see it as average.  I could never hit the target blinded, but the voice. It felt like someone possessed my body for a minute to aim and shoot the arrow. 
  While all the question plagued my mind, Casey, and I made our way back to the house and I bypassed the gravel driveway and cut through the trees to get to the front yard. From there we walked towards the shack. “Why are we going there?” Casey asked. 
  “Because I need to hide this sword, that’s why.” I wide stepped up the staircase and opened the door.  Inside, I left it the same since Phyla, Maddox and I got high. Then the castle by the sea appeared in my mind.  I didn’t know why I suddenly thought about the Kingdom of the Harpys and the woman who hugged me. 
  “Master… " 
  “Hmm…?” 
  “How did you do that back there— and blindfolded?” 
  I walked around the shack, looking for a decent spot to hide the sword. “I don’t know…” 
 “You were acting strange.” 
  “It just happened.  I don’t really understand it myself.” I patted my chest. “It might have something to do with the curse… Who knows…? Freyja would probably have a better idea than us.” 
  “You don’t seem well,” Casey’s tone switched to someone concerned. 
  I stepped on a loose floorboard and it rattled under my foot. “I think I found a good hiding spot.” The board was loose enough to pry up with my bare hands and then laid the sword inside. “This will totally work.” I laid the plank back down. “Look—Casey… I don’t know what’s going.  At this point we’re just going with the flow.  Emma’s soul is merging with mine and who knows what powers she had that will probably be a part of me? All we can do is deal with this day by day, okay. As my familiar, I’m counting on you to be supportive on this… A team…” 
  “I’ll do what I can, master, to help support you.” Casey’s ears perked up. “Grandma is calling for us.” 
  “Great… Let’s head back inside and try to keep cool.” We exited the shack, and I sealed the door shut before racing towards the front door.  As we got closer, my grandmother’s voice became louder, calling my nickname, ‘Kris’. 
  When we entered the house, she was by the house phone. “There you are. It’s Charlotte on the telephone.”  She handed me the receiver. “Talk to her.” 
  I picked up the phone. “Hello…” 
  “Hey Kristen… I’m sorry to bother you at this hour.  How are you doing?” 
  “Everything’s great, Charlotte. How are the boys?” 
  “Much more of a nuisance now they are getting older,” she laughed. “But hey, I really need your help… I was wondering if you can stop by tomorrow around noon and watch the boys for a few hours.  Its last minute but I’m really in a bind since I have an important meeting and all the other sitters are not available at the time I need them. Can you help me out?” 
  “I don’t know Charlotte, I would have to borrow my grandmother’s car since the town is under a strict curfew.” My grandmother gave me two thumbs up it was okay. 
  “Please…” Charlotte pleaded, not giving up. “I’ll order in sandwiches from that deli you and the boys like. I just really need you girl, please… I’ll even bring home dinner from the diner… Anything you want, I’ll get it.” 
  “Okay—I’ll do it… I’ll see you tomorrow at noon.  Tell the boys they will see me.” 
  “Thank you so much, Kristen.” Charlotte’s tone became happier. “They’re gonna be thrilled to see you.” 
  “See-ya…” I said before Charlotte hung up the phone and I did the same. “Well—looks like I’m babysitting again.” 
  “Oh, it will do you some good to get out of the house and see other people,” My grandmother reassured me. 
  “Charlotte sounded desperate.” 
  “That woman works too hard—always slaving away at her job.  Those poor boys rarely see her.  I hope she realizes soon you only get so much time in life with your children, before they grow up and leave the nest.” 
  “Well—I’ll see how the boys are doing tomorrow.” 
  While I thought about the phone call, there was an unusual sense I got from Charlotte’s voice that bothered me.  I had an eerie feeling in my gut and Mrs. Tate said I should always trust my intuition when it arises.  Although, I’ll only know for sure tomorrow whether or not my gut feeling was worth trusting.  What’s going on with you Charlotte…? 
 
 CHAPTER 18 
 
 A Witch’s Purpose 
 
WHY DO DREAMS ALWAYS TURN INTO NIGHTMARES? No matter the situation, positive dreams were tough to come by, even as a witch blessed by the goddess. The dread of the darkness awakening inside me gave no ease about the voice that sounded like me but wicked and full of hatred towards my friends. Whoever this entity is that dwells inside my mind, she acted far bolder than I ever could. 
  The dream world was extraordinarily vivid, opening my eyes in a private neighborhood around early morning with the sun just above the edge of the horizon.  It was unquestionably a dream with how deserted it appeared, and it wasn’t hot.  No one was out mowing their lawns.  Children didn’t play in their backyards although school was still out for summer vacation. It was interesting to observe a suburban area in complete silence and not an individual in sight.  Not even the birds chirped, the bugs didn’t screech either. I remembered the place being across the highway from the apartment complex where I used to live in Virginia. 
  Why was I suddenly having visions of my old coven? Back then, we all lived in close proximity to each other. 
  In my vision, I strolled up a lane of houses where I spotted a curly haired, blonde woman I recognized as a former coven member. 
  “Tara…” Her gothic outfit stood out to me as she had on black torn skin-tight Capris and chained boots, wearing a maroon blouse which displayed her shoulders, and she had on the same homemade arm-sleeves cut from silk stockings to cover the scars on her forearms. When I eventually peered into her emerald eyes, there was terror written in them and she shuddered at the sight of me, confused and frightened. 
  “You’re alive…” She hollered. “What are you doing here?” 
  “What do you mean, what am I doing here—this is my dream?” I raced to her until we were face to face. 
  Tara kept shaking her head in a frenzy and she backed away to maintain a broad distance. “No, it’s not—this was not supposed to happen. How are you even alive?” 
   “What…” Suddenly, I remembered the hospital and that they poisoned me. 
  “You’re supposed to be dead,” Tara groaned. “How are you here…?” 
  “Huh… So, you guys really did it…? 
  “Listen, Kristen—you need to call her back,” Tara frantically shouted, but made little sense. “We all know you summoned her out of vengeance.” 
  “Who…?” 
  “You have to summon her back—she’s tormenting all of us! Call her off…” 
  “Who…?” I was getting pissed-off. “What the heck are you talking about…? I summoned no one.” 
  “She’s punishing us,” Tara had tears in her eyes. “The cancer’s back, Kristen.  I saw the oncologist. It’s no longer in remission and it spread into my liver and lungs. I only have months left. Do you want my girls to be without their mother…?” 
  “Tara—I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about… Who’s doing this to you?” 
   Tara, abruptly, choked in shock and peered around the backyard. “The darkness is coming, Kristen… She’s coming. Please, I beg of you.” Then she ran away, leaving me behind and feeling very rattled. 
   In the distance, the sky turned pitch-black like a void consuming everything, including the light. I dashed back onto the blacktop and proceeded up the road, trying to evade it. However, the blackness came from all angles, leaving me trapped at a three-way street with nowhere to flee.  I whirled around, watching the void come closer, and within a few seconds it covered me, plunging everything into complete darkness.  It dropped me into a void so dense; the air got squeezed from my lungs. That’s when the fear sets in and I desperately struggled to shout, but my voice crackled not getting a sound out.  “What are you nervous about…?” the voice that sounded like me, spoke? “Use the word… Imagine it in your mind… The light.” 
 In a distressed tone I shrieked the word, “Light.” However, there was no authority in my speech, with all the nerves running into a panic to get out. 
  “Easy there,” the sinister voice suggested. “Show to yourself that you are not as powerless as everyone thinks you are.” 
  At her remarks, I composed myself enough to envision the most intense light ever invoked. “LIGHT!”  I howled as powerful as my lungs could offer and it echoed into the blackness. Suddenly, an enormous white radiance formed all around. It was blindingly bright, forcing me to close my eyes. 
  Even with my eyelids shut, the brightness still hurt. Moments later it returned to normal. I soon discovered myself inside a dimmed church where my vision was less overwhelmed and focused.  The moment things seemed less hazing, the first thing that snagged my attention was the multicolored stained-glass window over the empty platform. A large cross and painted flowers floating in the sky.  The yellows, reds and blues beamed down on the pinewood floor and along the rows of benches, lined up at an angle facing the podium. 
   People chatted in the front left corner of the stage where a buffet was set up with refreshments.   All the men, women, and children were dressed in elegant dresses and suits as if I stumbled into the end of mass and everyone was just lingering around before leaving.  Most of the youngsters; however, they sat assembled in the front benches, remaining quiet as their parents spoke amongst each other. 
   I stayed in the rear aisle and it turned out no one noticed me wearing basketball shorts and a T-shirt. Then I realized they didn’t see me at all. “Where am I…?” The church didn’t seem familiar, nor the people. 
   “Still scared of the dark, I see.” Claudia’s magnetic voice re-directed my attention onto her, relaxing in the rear seat. It was if she appeared out of nowhere, sitting with her legs crossed in a long black gown.  Her arm spread across the backrest to look my way, with her black hair to the side and draped over her shoulder. I looked at her fair legs through the slit of the dress and the black stilettos she wore that looked more deadly than her playful glare. 
  I snickered to myself, thinking we were both not in the typical church clothes gawking at each other. My eyes moved onto her crimson lips and the black eyeliner she had on that made her dark eyes too alluring to look away. “You’re gonna have to conquer your fear one day if you wish to experience my realm.” Claudia drawled. “The darkness is the least frightening element of the night, it’s the monsters within.” 
   I sat next to her, still fixated on her seductive appearance. “What am I doing here?” It was weird to meet a demon in a temple of worship and I never thought I’d ever set foot in a church again, after developing into a Witch. 
  “Beats-me,” Claudia grinned. “Where did you come from?” 
  “Can you be serious for a minute…?” 
  “What was the last thing you thought of…?” she inquired. “This is your astral form, just so you’re aware. It’s not your physical body here right now.” 
  “That would justify the pajamas,” I replied. I thought Freyja said it would be on my own accord to leave my body and not by someone else. “Well—the last thing I recall was being swallowed-up by the darkness—which was horrifying, by the way. Right now, I have every right to be freaked-out.  You know I don’t like the dark or confined spaces or being trapped.” 
  “I remember—but you still need to get over the fear,” she declared. “What else…?” 
  “I tried imagining, light—and that’s what I said in the blackness before closing my eyes and ending up here.” 
   “Uh-huh… You must have thought of something else along with the light or before.” 
  “You…” I confessed. “I remembered how protected I felt around you, and that calmed me enough to concentrate on invoking the light.” 
 “What’s the rule of thumb for astral traveling again…?” 
   “To think of the place where you want to go or who you wanna be with,” I responded, while groaning. “Sheesh—I totally forgot.” 
  “I’m flattered you consider me a safe place, Kristen,” Claudia answered. “However, be more careful of where you wander off to. Not all places are safe to travel alone. Remember that...” 
   “Before arriving here, I met Tara...  Why was I there in the first place? It’s not like I wanted to travel back to Virginia...” 
   “Deep down, you already know the answer to that. It’s the unanswered questions of what brought you to your death. I’m sure Tara’s reactions to your good health explained clear enough what started everything.” 
  “When it all was taking place, I knew deep down they played a part in it.  It just didn’t hit me until now when I saw her face. There was no shame or any regret in her eyes….  I was their friend and yet they didn’t give a damn about me. If only I knew when they plotted against me and how...  Besides, she kept babbling on about summoning her back… Do you know what she meant by that?” 
  Claudia grinned. “I suspect she was talking about me.” 
  “Why are you tormenting them?” 
  “Because they harmed you,” Claudia answered while staring honestly into my eyes with no shame. “There’s a price to pay for harming my lover.”  The rage in her glare said it all. She will continue to make them pay for their crime, regardless of it being right or wrong. Either way, I would not stop her. “Thank you,” I muttered instead. 
  Claudia seemed pleasantly surprised, not expecting my calm reply. “You’re not disturbed by what I’m doing…?” 
  “No…” 
   She swiftly took ahold of my hand. “I’m not just sitting by, you know… I hope you thought none less of who I am after our last encounter, because you do mean something to me… That woman knows nothing about how I feel about you and what I’m willing to do if need be.” 
  “You don’t have to explain… I have to admit though—for a while I assumed you didn’t care about me after all,” I responded sincerely. “Seeing you say nothing before Aphrodite—it ached at me a little.  However, I had time to reflect on it.  You’re just giving me space to grow without interfering… And I understand that, specifically after everything already...  This is outta my league… But you already knew that…” 
   Claudia sighed and gripped my hand tighter. 
   “I understand now how painful it is for you to watch and see me struggle. It’s difficult for you to sit back. I have to admit if the position was reversed, it wouldn’t be simple for me either. Actually, you have more restraint than I do. I’ll just dive right in without a single thought… Probably would just get myself into trouble while I’m at it.” 
  Claudia chuckled with a wide smile. “You do realize you’re saying this to a Demon, right? Do you know how unlikely it is for someone to express such loving words to my kind? Or even stick-up for me, which is bold… A Vampire and a succubus—I’m practically a monster to humans, and I’m also a lord of the demon faction, who’s loved by a mortal. It’s not every day I get that.” 
  “Apparently.” I scooted closer to her, closing the gap that kept us separated. “You are worth every word—and more.” 
   Claudia kissed the side of my lip. “I’m so in-love with you, it’s killing me to not be by your side all the time.” 
   My gut throbbed and I felt a warmth in my chest. “But you can’t—at least for now.” Suddenly, I realized. “Claudia, what are you doing here?  Aren’t churches bad for your kind…?” 
  “I’m glad you asked—and places like this doesn’t stop our kind from entering.” Claudia let go of my hand. “As much as you adore me, which I know you do.  I loathe to discuss that many of my kind are ruthless and merciless towards humans,” she revealed. “They do atrocious things and even me, we feed on lives.  However, some cause ruin.  Like that boy over there.” She pointed at one kid in a blue button-up shirt, his brown hair combed to the side. He was sitting alone in the second line of benches, away from the other kids. “Every night he’s haunted by a demon who stalks in the shadows.  Children call entities like him the boogeyman. Unfortunately, that boy has the ability of sight and can see spirits and demons, just like you.  I’m here, because I wanted to show you this… and to tell you that your role in this world can further influence a change — more than you think.” 
  I quickly recalled my childhood with very similar circumstances.  “His parents don’t believe him.” 
  “Adults are blind, most children are not.” 
  “He probably hasn’t had a decent night’s sleep in a while.” I spotted the darkened circles under his eyes. “What can I do for him?” 
  “He’s alone, Kristen. I may not haunt children, but a lot of underlings don’t care how young they are! Unfortunately, my status as a lord prohibits me from interfering. The decrees of the faction says I can’t deny these low-level creatures the right to feed on a host… but you can.” 
  “How…?” 
  “You remember,” Claudia referred to an occasion in my past when I fought off a demon. “In your astral form, you can still protect yourself even without powers… And now you are fully awake as a Witch, there’s now much more you can accomplish.” 
  When she finished talking, a ghostly figure appeared behind the boy. The entity gave off a black aura and shifted like a mist around him.  Its head creaked while tilting to an angle and its body jerked like bones crunching as it advanced closer to him.  The noises and the Demon's presence startled the boy who stared down at the floor, too reluctant to peer up at the creature who moved its torso and neck near his face. His parents just snickered within the crowd, not paying attention to their sons' reactions; and I watched as he looked at them for a second, whispering ‘help’. The entity made more crackling noises, which terrorized the kid to get up, and walked down a lengthy corridor, towards the bathroom. The shadow followed right behind him. Meanwhile, his parents stayed chatting to the others without realizing that he’d eft the area. 
  “He’s going through so much!” I blurted. 
  “Go help him,” Claudia nudged my side. “Don’t be hesitant to act.” 
  I stood up. “Will we meet each other again…?” Deep down I didn’t want to leave her behind. 
  “In time, we will,” she grinned before shooing me away. “Now go help that boy.” 
  I made my way to the hallway and as I assumed, no one saw me walking by, while searching for the boy and the boogeyman.  I immediately assumed he went to hide inside and pushed open the door to the men’s room and entered. 
  By the far back wall, I saw him sitting in the corner, under the sink, his face hidden in his arms and knees, sobbing profusely.  I scanned around and saw no sign of the creature. “Hey there…” I spoke to him in a smooth tone, trying not to startle him.  The boy gasped and stopped crying for a moment. He peeked up at me for a mere second before covering his eyes once again, trembling in fear. I walked up to him and knelt on the floor. “What’s your name, kid?” 
  “Michael,” he muffled. 
  “Nice to meet you, Michael.  Did your parents name you after the archangel Michael?” I tried to get him to talk as I scanned the dark corners of the walls, but I didn’t see the boogeyman anywhere. 
  “No—after Michael Knight from the show Knight Rider,” he answered. “It’s my mom’s favorite show.” 
  “Really, now…?” I kept my tone calm. “I like Knight Rider too.  The talking car is awesome, don’t you think? Have you watched the show with your mom?” 
  “Yeah…” 
  “Kitt and Michael made a good team fighting against the bad guys,” I said.  “That’s what I’m doing right now.  I’m here to help you fight the bad guy.” 
  “You can’t help me,” he said in despair. “No one can.” 
  “I’m sure Michael Knight was afraid every time he faced a foe, but I don’t think he would give up so easily. In the end of an episode, he and Kitt eventually arrested the bad guys and saved the day.” I combed the hair away from his face as he glanced up at me. “It’s ok to be afraid sometimes—I’m afraid too, but we need to bust this bad guy and save the day, okay…  I know it followed you here,” I said. “Where is it?” 
 Michael’s eyes turned in the direction of the handicap stall across from us.  I put my index finger on my lips, telling him to stay quiet, while grabbing his hand and pulling him up with me. My eyes met the handle to the stall, and we walked towards it.  When we approached the door, the air was thick and had an odor that smelled of cinder.  The heat increased as I reach over to the handle and turned the knob.  I took one last glance at Michael before pushing in the door.  As it swayed open, there it stood on the toilet seat, its body cracked while shifting its shoulders and tilting its neck as if I confused it by seeing him.   Its eyes a translucent reddish orange, staring straight at us. 
  For the kid’s sake, I stood strong and looked it in the eye. The chills ran up my spine and made my heart race.  It cocked its head and then stood tall leaning its faceless skull close to mine. “You don’t scare me.” It groaned, slowing moving its hand towards my head. “Try taking on someone your own size.” 
  In that last moment it lunged at me, but I quickly grasped its neck while his body collided with mine. Then with little strength I rammed it into the cement wall.  It screeched loudly, but I tightened my grip hindering it from making another noise. It clutched at my arm, fighting the grip, but the demon didn’t have the strength to escape. The more it fought, the tighter the grip I held, lifting it off its feet by a few inches. I held it until it lost its will to fight and just dangled against the wall. 
  “Hey kid,” I called Michael to come into the stall. “I want you to see this.” He stepped inside and stood behind me. “We caught the bad guy.  He doesn’t look so scary now.”  I looked into his demon eyes. “All show and no bite.  I wonder what you look like.” I chanted. “Revelare…”  The blackness that shrouded his body disappeared and a creature with cracked gray skin formed. His eyes pitch-black and completely void of life. His long black cloak draped down to the tile floor. “Listen closely—you have no claim on this kid, okay.  You will not visit him on any night. You will no longer feed on his fears.  You will go nowhere near Michael or his family, or I will know, and I’ll come back for you. Got that?” I squeezed his neck tighter until it cracked like glass, and then he nodded. “Good… Tell your friends as well… This Witch will not stand idly by any longer. Any more attempts on the gifted will have you dealing with me.” Images of banishment spells and exorcisms for spirits and demons, entered my mind. “Hopefully, you heed my warnings well.  Next time will be much worse.”  The Demon gasped at my glare and nodded once more. “Dispărea…,” I chanted. Then the demon disintegrated into dust and vanished completely before our eyes. 
  I exhaled deeply and relaxed my arm. “Cool, huh?” I looked at Michael, who had a relieved expression. “Told you we would save the day, young Michael Knight. I don’t think it’s gonna be bothering you anymore.” 
  “That was so cool!” He wrapped his arms around my waist in a hug. 
  “Now, you can’t tell your parents about any of this… This is between me and you, okay?” 
  “They wouldn’t believe me, anyway.” 
  “It’s for the best,” I said. “Adults can’t handle this stuff like we can.” Suddenly, I felt a pull giving me the sign that my physical body was about to wake up. “Look like it’s time for me to go, kid… Take care of yourself. And remember what I said, it’s ok to be afraid sometimes, but stay strong like Michael Knight...” 
  “And bust those bad guys!” We chanted at the same time. 
  “Cool-kid… You cool.” 
  Then before Michael could say anything else, everything disappeared, and I woke up back in my bedroom, to the sun shining through the windows.  It was nine in the morning and Casey was sleeping next to me, unaware I’d left. A smile formed on my face as I remembered fighting off that low level entity, and I chuckled to myself, feeling badass. 
 I guess that makes me the talking car in this episode... 
 
 CHAPTER 19 
 
 Hello Boys 
 
BEWARE THE BEAST WHO HUNTS OUR MOUNTAINS! Another animal attack struck in the local campgrounds by the lake.  My grandmother had the T.V. in the living room blasting so loud I could hear it throughout the house while getting ready. I got dressed quickly and headed downstairs for breakfast. I entered the kitchen and my grandma was focused on the screen. It turned out the locals living near Black Ash found the remains of a black bear, slashed to pieces by the lake. 
  Nearby neighbors reported hearing strange noises in the midnight hour. The distressed cries were most likely the bear fighting for its life, I thought, while peering at footage displaying the yellow-taped scene.  It marked the trees up with branches snapped as if the bear struggled to scale the trunk but didn’t succeed.  It sent chills up my spine thinking that not even a bear could flee this predator. Although, it offered me a sense of ease that it only attacked in the shade of night, where no one could witness it. 
  “Doesn’t look like the beast has moved on,” I announced, wondering to myself why it was lingering in the area. All the other news broadcasts showed that it moved quickly from place to place.  This time it was different. 
  “It seems so,” my grandmother responded. “Looks like the Sheriff has to do a round-the-clock watch until they capture it or kill it. Best be careful today…” 
  “I should be fine since it only hunts in the evening,” I assured her. “Besides, you’re letting me borrow the pimp-wagon.  Nothing can get into that thing.” I was referring to her 1967, Lincoln Continental. 
  “Be sure to keep her under eighty,” she advised me with a harsh stare, wagging her finger. “The Deputy can already spot my car from a mile away.” 
  “Grandma… Sheesh,” I groaned. “Did your heavy foot rack up speeding tickets again?” 
  “None of your business young lady,” she snapped back. “Just do as I say and don’t get caught speeding.” 
  “Fine…” I said. “I’ll get back before dark, regardless. I don’t wanna take chances being on the road at night if that thing is still prowling about.” I peeked at the time on the microwave and it showed eleven. “Crap… I gotta get moving or I’ll be late!” I snagged the car keys from off the counter before striding off. 
  “Be careful—and tell Charlotte to stop working so damn hard and take a vacation for once!” 
  “Sure will,” I replied before flouncing down the hallway and exiting the house through the boiler room door.  Outside, I walked straight across the walkway, passing the grapevines and onto the driveway. My grandmother always parked the black pearled Lincoln under the tree, shaded by branches on a grassy hillside, which was passed the fence that divided the driveway from the woods.   Even under the shade, the metallic paint job glittered, and its gigantic body frame made me whistle in appreciation. “Shit—this is like driving a bus!” The chrome bumper was flawless and mirrored my image off of it. I skimmed my fingertips across the wide hood. “Nothing can penetrate your shields.”  I said, knowing the entire body of the car was made of sheet metal and was like an armored car compared to the newer rides on the road. “Shields and barriers, conceal and protect me from those who wish me harm,” I chanted while imagining the body as an unbreakable force and then I glanced at the black beads around my wrist. “Protect me well against the beast.” I patted the hood. “It’s just us, girl.” I opened the car door, which she left unlocked. It was equipped with brown leather seats and was too close to the steering wheel for me to enter right away.  I scanned the side and found the lever to move it back enough to sit down. 
  Inside, it had a fresh whiff of pine from the tree-shaped air freshener dangling off the rearview mirror.  The cushions in the seat weren’t as firm as my parent's car and much vaster.  The cabin was spacious enough to spread across for a nap if I needed to, since there was no storage box in the center or drink holders. Even the gearshift was on the steering wheel, not built into the floor like most vehicles, and the backseat was just as huge as the front. I peeked back at all my grandmother's books stacked on the floor.  The windows; however, had to be manually rolled down, because the summer heat and the leather, made everything boiling hot. Even the wheel was challenging to touch with it being scorching hot. So, I cranked the handle lowering the driver’s side window and reached over to the passenger side, before closing the door and starting the car.  The engine roared, and the dashboard rumbled. I shifted the gear into drive and the car rolled down the hill and moved down the driveway. It was tough at first driving again, but it all came streaming back as I pushed the gas and turned the wheel at the exit.    
 The breeze cooled down the inside of the car as I sped along the windy streets.  It looked like there wasn’t a body or automobile in sight as I whizzed by mountainous landscape. Suddenly, there on the side of the roadway was a bizarre sighting. A man was strolling in the distance! I slowed down while drawing closer to him, realizing he was heading towards the direction of town. Who is he…? 
  My gut tightened as I drove closer and noticed he had long amber hair, knotted in a ponytail. His face concealed by a grown beard and mustache.  I couldn’t see his eyes as I flew by and peered back. He wore a dirtied tank-top, blotched with soil along with faded jeans, torn at the knees and ragged as if he was a drifter.  He carried no bags and didn’t even have shoes on when I noticed. The man walked barefoot on the gravel and didn’t seemed bothered by the heat nor the terrain.  “That’s strange,” I exclaimed aloud and refocused on the highway ahead.  In the side and rear-view mirrors, he vanished in the reflection as I pressed the gas and sped up to extend the distance. 
  Once I was far enough, the tension in my stomach loosened and the rest of the drive was comforting as I passed by familiar landmarks such as my old high school and later, the ice cream shop where my uncle used to bring me after a long day of chores. I was sentimental in that moment while driving the Lincoln and remembering the life I had before moving.  The long highways and trails of roadkill that stained the streets red.  “I wish people would respect nature more.” The sense of death around me made it painful to drive the rest of the way to Charlotte’s. “Since when did I become this sensitive?”  Acknowledging the energy of the world bugged me more than usual.  Is this what it feels like to grow beyond myself…? 
  The drive took twenty minutes before passing a populated suburban area, near a mall.   Stores and restaurants were close by, compared to my grandmother’s township, where you have to drive a long distance to eat fancier or shop for the latest fashions or tech toys.  Even as I turned into a neighborhood, it seemed like Virginia, with the houses built closer together with smaller yards. No farms or animals roaming a broad field. Just kids outside in the streets playing basketball and yelling at each other.  Parents were outside sitting on their patios grilling food and having picnics.  The aroma of the charcoal filled the air along with the odor of burnt meat.  Then I found Charlotte’s house down a dead-end road where I saw her walkout into the driveway, carrying a work bag to her car. She looked older with white hair showing through her curly brunette locks.  Her hazel eyes appear bloodshot, and she looked like she hadn’t had much sleep, the way she struggled to walk with her things in a black business suit and high-heels. Grandmother was right, Charlotte works too much. Ever since I babysit her kids some years ago, she had always been busy.  Her husband even left because they were hardly home. I recalled the divorce, and the boys were so young. Some nights I didn’t even take payment because she needed help. 
  Charlotte spotted me and waved even though her face was stiff and stressed as usual.  Her lips barely had a grin as I parked along the edge of the sidewalk and turned off the engine. When I opened the door and stepped out, her voice carried tension. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here!” Charlotte exclaimed while setting her bag in the trunk and slamming it shut as if she was ready to hightail-it out of here. “Thank you so much for coming.” 
  “It’s no problem,” I replied, noting she needed to leave as soon as possible. “I got it from here if you need to go.” 
  “I left money on the kitchen counter for you and the boys,” she stated while opening the drivers-side door. “I gotta get going, but if you need anything just call. My cell number is on the fridge if you don’t have it and my office number and…” 
 “Don’t worry, Charlotte,” I stopped her. “I’ll take care of everything—get going.” 
  She sat in the car and started the engine. “I’ll see you later, okay.” Then she closed the door and as I walked up to the driveway and next to the car, she buckled herself in and backed out of the driveway.  I waved goodbye, and she did the same before driving off. 
  Stephen and Eddie rushed outside, the moment they saw me through the front window.  Stephen was a foot taller and thinner since I last saw him. Now he’s all of 10 years old with straight hazel brown, shoulder length hair. He wore baggy black shorts and a red t-shirt, looking like a slinky skateboarder. Eddie, now 8 years old, was a foot shorter with golden trimmed hair and wore Stephens hand-me-down clothes which was jean shorts and a black t-shirt. 
  “Hey boys—you two have grown.” 
  “Where the hell have you been?” Stephen made my ears ring with how loud he was talking. 
  “Shush-man,” I hushed him. “The neighbors don’t need to hear us.” 
  “Mom said you moved away,” Eddie spoke. 
  “Yeah, I did,” I answered. “I got accepted into a college down south… That’s where I was all this time.” I guided them back along the walkway and we all entered the house. “It’s good to see you guys.  You haven’t been giving your mah trouble, have you…?” 
  “Nah,” Stephen rolled his eyes. “Mah is hardly home, anyway.” 
  “Mom has been working a lot,” Eddie explained. 
  “I see—nothing has changed.” 
  “Who’s been watching you guys?” 
  “Nannies,” Stephen answered. “They usually come by and help out with the homework and stuff.” 
  “Well, that’s good to hear,” I replied while glancing around the house.   We walked into the living room where they were playing a car racing video game on the television.  Stephen plopped on the couch with a controller and Eddie sat on the carpet, and restarted the game, racing each other. “I see you two have been keeping busy for the summer.” I walked into the dining area in the next room over and my stomach tightened again and my right eye twitch. “Wanna head outside later?” 
  Stephen kept his eyes on the T.V. screen. “Yeah—wanna skateboard?  Dad got me two new boards last Christmas.” 
  “Mom got me a bike on my birthday,” Eddie declared. “I’ve been learning to ride.” 
  “Sweet,” I responded. “We’ll go out and practice when you guys finish your game.” I then wandered into the kitchen where I found the phone numbers on the stainless-steel fridge. The counters were granite and decorated with a fruit bowl with apples and pears. The white cabinets brightened up the space and the windows brought in the light. I had a clear view of the neighbors in their backyards, sitting on their decks. “Not much privacy.” Suddenly, something hit the floor and startled me.  There was no one else in the kitchen, but I got the sense that something was watching nearby.   When I strolled around the counter, I spotted a pear on the floor.  I scanned around and then knelt down to pick it up and in the corner of my eye a shadow rushed by, causing me to turn and look. However, there was nothing there.   I got back up and placed the pear back in the basket and then walked into the hallway by the stairs. 
  The front door was straight ahead and to the right was a dark hallway that led to the bathroom and the basement steps.  I passed by the hallway and glanced into Charlotte’s office, which was in a large study to the right corner of the house, built with bookcases, displaying many books she collected over the years. Then I heard scuffling upstairs on the second floor, moving back and forth. It almost seemed like footsteps with the floorboards creaking as it moved.  The very sound of it made my heart race. Is someone else in the house? 
 I walked around the banister and went up the staircase, trying to see what was causing the ruckus.  However, the knots in my stomach became worse as I made my way up, step by step.  The disturbance stopped when I reach the top of the loft until I could see Stephen and Eddie’s bedrooms in clear view.  There was no one.  Whatever made the noise, vanished, or at least so I thought. 
  The master bedroom was the first door on the right, Charlotte left the door closed. The shuffling moved into her room, and there was a slight tap on the other side of the frame.  When I turned the handle, all the noise ceased. As I slowly opened the door, I realized there was no one inside.  The sunlight from the window filtered throughout the space, leaving barely any shadows for something to hide in. I stepped in and glanced around, trying to get a sense of what was going on.  When I looked towards the walk-in closet, the door was wide open and inside was dark. I tried to walk towards it, but my body was suddenly paralyzed. “You know what lies in wait in there,” the voice in my head spoke once again. “You don’t have what you need yet to face it… Stay clear for now.”  I backed away from the closet and exited the room, closing the door behind me.    Stephen and Eddie were at the end of the steps looking up. “Hey—are you finished?” I asked them. 
  They kept quiet as I walked down. 
  “Did you see her?” Stephen asked. 
  “See who?” I asked, looking at their eager stares. 
  “The evil lady who hangs around mom,” Eddie answered. 
  “The hag,” Stephen added. “She scares us at night sometimes, but she mostly stays close to mah when she’s home.” 
  I glanced back up at the master bedroom door. “How long has it been around?” 
  “Since you moved away,” Stephen answered. “Things got worse with mah. She gets real sad and angry all the time now.” 
  “Hm—I wonder if I can do something about that?” I said. “But let’s keep this between us for now. Let’s go outside and get some fresh air, okay.  That old hag won’t follow us outside. Where’s your bike, Eddie…?” 
  “In the garage,” he answered. 
  “Awesome—everyone to the garage.” We walked outside and entered through the driveway.  I pulled up the garage door and the first thing I saw was Eddie’s new black-painted BMX bike and Stephen went inside first to grab his skateboard off a rack, over a wooden work bench with tools. 
  “You wanna skate too, Kris?” Stephen asked while offering up one of his new boards.  “I haven’t ridden this one yet. So, you can borrow it.” 
  “Aww—that’s sweet of you,” I walked over to him and grabbed the board. “Don’t make fun of me if I fall. I haven’t ridden in a while.” 
  “It’s cool,” Stephen gave me the thumbs up. “If you fall on your ass, that will be a sight to see.” 
  “Don’t be mean, boy!” I warned. “I’m the one that has to order dinner tonight.  One slight giggle and I’ll make sure you eat something nasty tonight—like vegetables.” 
  “You wouldn’t dare!” he responded. 
  “Try me,” I faked a devious laugh. 
  “Stephie—I don’t like vegetables,” Eddie said while moving up the kickstand and twirled it around to roll it outside. “Can you please play nice…?” 
  “Don’t worry—Vegetables is not on the menu tonight,” he reassured him. 
  “Come on guys,” I yelled for them to come out.  They followed me onto the street and Stephen glided on his skateboard across the asphalt, trying to kick-flip his board.  Eddie got on his bike and struggled at first to push off and spin at the same time and then he got the hang-of-it.  I watched him ride towards the dead-end sign. I followed him, riding on the skateboard and tried to balance without falling over. 
 “WOOHOO… YOU GOT IT!” Stephen yelled out at me while gliding from one side of the curb to the other. 
  “You’re doing great, Eddie.” He tried turning the bike at the sign, but he ended up planting his foot on the ground since he lost control of the handlebar. “It’s ok.  You’ll get used to it soon enough…” 
  We rode around most of the day and Stephen hung out with some other kids in the neighborhood.  Eddie took a short rest from the bike and sat on the curb, watching his brother skateboard around, and doing more tricks.  I did the same by sitting next to him, sighing from the pain in my legs. “Man—Faylen was right—I’m totally out of shape.” 
  “Who’s Faylen?” Eddie asked. 
  “It’s one of my friends,” I answered. “She thinks I need to get into shape.” 
  “You’re totally slackin’,” Stephen rolled up next to us and sat beside me. 
  “Okay—I admit I’ve gone soft,” I answered. “But I’ll work on it.” 
  “Mom doesn’t believe us about the evil lady,” Eddie changed the subject. “She said it’s all in our imagination.” 
  “Does the hag talk to you?” I asked both of them. 
  “She doesn’t really talk,” Stephen grunted. “When she comes to us, she laughs like we can’t do anything about it. Mah just doesn’t see her.  She even yelled at me once saying there’s no such thing as ghosts.” 
  “Do you believe in ghosts?” Eddie asked me. 
  “I do,” I answered with a smile to ease their worries. “And more… I believe you guys—there’s definitely something going on.” 
  Stephen sneered in anger. “I just wanna get rid of that hag!” 
  “Hey…” I wrapped my arm around his shoulder and Eddie’s. “Don’t worry—I’ll figure something out to help your mom with this problem—even if she doesn’t believe in ghost like us.” 
  “Promise?” Eddie asked. 
  “Promise,” I swore to them. “I need you guys to sit tight for now until I’ll figure something out, can you do that for me?” I squeezed them tighter. 
  “Yeah…” Stephen answered. “We gotcha.” 
  “Be tough, Eddie,” I said to him. “And have faith. Everything is gonna be okay because I’m back—and no one messes with a Brenner girl.” 
  Stephen laughed. “You are so full-of-shit.” 
  “It’s my charm, boys,” I winked at them both. “Besides, I think I already have an idea how to handle everything.” 
  “Really?” Eddie responded in surprise. 
  “Hell yeah,” I answered. “I got this.” 
  “All right, Brenner girl, we trust you,” Stephen went along. 
  After a few hours and a pizza later, Charlotte arrived back home and asked if I was free tomorrow evening to babysit the boys; since her supervisor and coworkers were planning to celebrate at a higher-end restaurant during happy hour. I accepted the offer, knowing there was a ghost haunting the boys and feeding off of her. So, I agreed to the extra money and hours, but before then, I needed to gather the tools to enact the ritual. 
  I will cast out the spirit that haunts this family…. 
 
 CHAPTER 20 
 
 Kindred Witches 
 
LOOKING AFTER THE BOYS and understanding what they’ve gone through occupied my thoughts most of the night, until later in the morning.  I made them a promise, and it was a vow I intended to keep.   The ritual was clear in my mind, but I lacked a few elements to perform it right.   Getting up from bed and wandering over to the vanity, I spotted Derex business card next to my wallet.  It turned out he had hand-written a private number on the back as I flipped it over.  Should I call him or not…? 
  Nora looked like a powerful Witch, based on what she did by sharing her consciousness with mine.   Even now, her spirit remained inside my mind. I needed to talk to her and Derex again. 
  Freyja offered to consult me if need be, but I preferred to get to know them better myself. I needed to know how much experience they had dealing with the spirit realm.  I picked up my cell phone and dialed the number; however, my finger hesitated to hit send. “What would Dalia do…?” I thought of her.  “She would say, grow a pair and call. What’s the worst that can happen…?” I hit send, and the phone buzzed. 
  It rang three times until Derex answered. “Hello, Kristen.” His sophisticated voice sounded the same as when we first met. 
  “Derex—Hey…” I responded. “How did you know it was me?” 
  “Caller I.D., my dear,” he clarified. “Wonderful software, isn’t it?” 
  “Right… I should’ve known.” 
  “I was wondering when you would call,” Derex replied. “What luck, you called now! And Nora has been thinking of you.” He spoke lower. “She likes you” 
  I cracked a grin. “Really? —I’m sorry for not calling sooner. Things have been crazy these last few days, but I’ve been thinking of you guys too. Well, more about our last meeting. You seem to know your stuff.” 
  Derex giggled on the other end. “I’m flattered you think so. Any chance I could persuade you to join our little coven?  I’m sure Nora would love to take you under her wing.” 
  “No—thank you though. I’m not ready to be a part of a coven again anytime soon. Don’t get me wrong, you and Nora are obviously more experienced than me. But shifting to the subject—mm… I was hoping we could meet up. I kinda need guidance and feedback on things I’m learning—if you can help. I don’t want to take up much of your time.” 
  “Ooh… I apologize, Kristen. I’m busy this weekend; however, Nora is more than available to meet-up with you.” Derex paused for a moment and I overheard a woman’s muffled voice in the background. “Nora asks if you’re willing to bring what she asked for?” 
  Per her request, I went into the closet and foraged through the box with all my books and supplies.  In the bottom underneath sacks of herbs, I yanked out my golden leather shaman bag.  My crystal ball was nestled inside, untouched for weeks.  “I can bring it to her if she’s willing to meet today at noon. It’s sudden, but…” 
  Derex cut me off. “Oh, it’s fine. Nora is available to see you anytime, anywhere. Any particular place you prefer to meet?” 
  “There’s a café called the ‘Brew & Chew’, it’s in a plaza about a few miles away from ‘Five Corners.  It’s kind of a hole-in-the-wall. Is she willing to meet there?” 
  “Of course—she’s looking forward to seeing you again.” 
  “Okay… I’ll see her at noon then. Thank you!” 
  “You’re welcome, Kristen,” Derex replied. “Anything you need, just ask me or Nora. Ta-tah.”  He hung up the phone. 
  After our discussion, I reached back into the box and discovered the silver locket with the eye of Horus engraved on the back. On the front was a turquoise stone. Then I picked up a bracelet with a spherical stone that were hues of the chakra which was, violet, purple, blue, green, yellow, orange, and red, stringed with black onyx pearls in-between each color. I placed both items in the shaman bag with the crystal ball. “I wonder why she wants these…?” It wasn’t clear why Nora asked for the three objects.  But I recalled the pendant and bracelet was a gift by two ex-coven members a few months ago. 
 Casey trotted into the room while I threw the pouch on the bed and got dressed. “Where are you going, master?  You don’t babysit until tonight, right?” 
  “I have to buy supplies before I head back to Charlotte’s,” I explained. “And I’m seeing someone this afternoon.” 
  “Who…?” Casey didn’t sound keen on the idea. 
  “Just another Witch I met a couple of days ago. She seems really cool.” 
  “Be careful meeting others,” Casey sounded disturbed. “You don’t know if they have hidden objectives. Maybe you should tell Freyja.” 
  “No—I actually wanna keep this quiet for now.  She doesn’t need to know everything that’s going on in my life,” I replied, annoyed. “Why should I ask permission anyway, when all I want to do is connect with other Witches like myself…? Before you say anything—that doesn’t include the spirits of a Witch or the cursed one. Nora is like me.  Alive—flesh and blood and I can spend time together with her at a café, in front of everyday people.” 
  “All right—you made your point,” Casey responded. “But again, be careful.  We can leave Freyja in the dark about this—for now, but don’t expect this to be an ongoing thing.  She does need to know every once in a while who you’re meeting.” 
  “Thank you, oh wise spirit animal. You’ve again blessed me with your secrecy.” 
  “Shut-up,” Casey grunted and hopped onto the bed. 
  “Don’t worry,” I reassured her. “I’ll be fine—but I need you to keep your nose and ears open around here. Yesterday, I noticed a peculiar man roaming the road during the day.  The path he was heading was towards town, but I got a bad vibe from him. Just make sure this household doesn’t get burglarized or something worse, since my grandmother leaves all these doors unlocked most of the day.” 
  “Sure will,” she responded. “I’ll sniff out any shady characters that come near the estate.” 
  “Cool, thanks… Hopefully, it was nothing,” I answered while putting on a fresh linen scented V-neck and a clean pair of jeans.  These didn’t show so much stains from being out in the forest with Elves. 
  When it was closer to noon, my grandmother let me borrow the car to run errands. Then again she scolded me to keep it below eighty, as if she suspected I was speeding, which was rarely the case.  However, I did as she asked and kept the speedometer at fifty while driving the windy roads towards Flannigan’s Farm.  The air-conditioner didn’t work, so all four windows were down, and the breeze swept through my hair as I leaned on the door.  It didn’t take long to pass the farm and soon after, Mrs. Tate’s store. Although, a few miles more, I turned into a square where at the edge was a bagel shop called ‘The Dough Hole.’ Next door was the café, ‘Brew & Chew’, the owners were the same family that worked in the bagel shop. 
  The parking spots were too small for my grandmother’s giant-sized car so, I parked away from the shops where people never leave their cars. I grabbed my shaman bag and hopped out.   
  My cellphone said it was noon by the time I swung the pouch over my shoulder and hurried across the long parking lot towards the café.   There were quite a few patrons entering and leaving ‘The Dough Hole’ as well as the cafe. 'The Brew & Chew’ was well-known for its homemade cheesecake and cannoli’s since the owners were Italian. I used to come here with Phyla and Pharah to eat baklava and drink black coffee during our high school days. Phyla always paid for everything when we spent time together, laughing about life, and fowl-mouth each other about our sex-lives.  Pharah would always mother us, claiming we needed to behave.  I miss the old days of sassiness and tough love… 
  Suddenly, in the corner of my eye, a town car drove into the parking lot. “I guess that’s her,” I thought to myself.  “At least she didn’t show-up in a limo like the other day.  That would totally get too much attention.” 
 The car pulled up to the curb and Nora stepped out in the most alluring outfit.  A black, skinned-tight skirt, displaying her curves and a female low-cut tank-top. Black tramp heels, was that her attempt at being casual? Although, her platinum watch and black diamond earrings made her stand out more than her exposed cleavage. She still looked pale, even with the signature bright red lipstick and heavy, gothic style eyeliner. 
  Nora’s beauty match Claudia’s, hand in hand. Beauty, defiant attitude and all. It was hard to look away when she finally addressed me. “Hello, Kristen.” She embraced me in a tender hug. “You seem well.” 
  “Um…” I cleared my throat. “Nora—thank you for coming on such short notice.” I struggled to act polite. 
  She grinned. “It’s no problem at all. You’re tense.” 
  My eyes wandered onto her cleavage and hastily darted back up at her face. “Believe me, I’m fine,” I coughed to clear my throat again.  “Just glad to see you.” 
  “Mhmm.. I’m so happy you reached out to us.” Nora eyed my pouch. “I’ve been waiting.” 
  “Oh…” I handed over the shaman bag. “All three items are in there.” 
  “Good—Come!” She opened the café door for me, causing the bell to clang. “Let’s go inside before it gets too late for you to do your other errands.” 
  “How did you…?” 
  “Your mind is easy to read,” Nora declared. “You should learn to conceal your thoughts more.” 
  “Ugh—you’re not the first to say that.” 
  When we entered the café, everyone turned to gawk at Nora, clicking her heels and strutting inside like a model. She peered around and spun towards me. “It’s cozy—I like it!” 
  “Do you want anything…?” I offered. “My treat.” 
  “Sure—I’ll have a coffee black, please.” Then she wandered over to a vacant table in the window’s corner and sat down, setting my bag on the table. 
  People still kept stealing glances at her as I went over to the counter and ordered. “Hey, Tony.” I addressed the eldest son of the owner. “Can I have two regular-sized coffees, black, please?” He nodded and accepted the twenty-dollar bill I pulled out of my wallet, while watching Nora. I cleaned my throat again as he handed over my change, which I thrust it into my pocket and rushed over to the pickup side of the counter as he prepared our coffee. 
  Nora kept a close eye on me from the table and she grinned while crossing her legs. I breathed again, angling away from her view, since her stare made me edgy.  My heart raced against my breast as if it was Claudia staring me down, but it wasn’t her no matter how much my heart wished it was. “Shit—I’m thinking too loud,” I scolded myself.  Tony handed me the two coffees, and I thanked him before walking back over to Nora.  I set our drinks down and sat across from her. 
  “Loosen up,” she advised me. “I’m not going to do anything. And…” 
  “Yes, I know—don’t say it,” I sighed once again. 
  “So, who’s Claudia?” Nora’s sly grin told me she already knew. 
  “Uh—she’s kinda the woman I’m into right now.” 
  “Uh-huh—So, you have a lover.” 
  I could feel my face turning red. “Not quite.” 
  “Not looking me in the eye is not gonna help conceal your thoughts—just so you know.” Nora sipped the coffee, holding her cup with both hands.  “It’s good. Thank you for inviting me here.  By the way, I’m sorry if I remind you of her and that you miss her. I’ll admit, it saddens me.” 
  “Why…?” 
  “Because that means you’re spoken for,” she responded while gazing hard into my eyes. “And you are still so young…” 
  “Young… You and I look about the same age.” 
 “You know very well that’s not true,” Nora said. 
  “How old are you…?” I asked. “Or should I ask, how many times have you been resurrected?” 
  “Now you’re asking smarter questions.  There’s something unusual about you since the last time we met.  A new energy is in your presence.” 
  “No-no—I’ll answer your question after you answer mine.” Nora looked as if she preferred to dodge the conversation, but I didn’t let her. 
  “I’m about 540 years old, based on archival records.” Nora said, a bit sadly. “They resurrected me quite a few times—but each time, by a different being. You saw the visions.” 
  A vision emerged of her burning at the stake. “The first time you died was during the cleansing of Witches in Western Europe… They persecuted you… What a dreadful thing to go through…!” 
  “Death has no claim on my soul,” Nora continued. “I stopped aging after that, and I can’t stay dead for long without someone bringing me back from the grave to use my abilities. Most wanted only riches and power.  Derex; however, is not seeking either.” 
  “Derex could resurrect you?” it confused me how that was possible. 
  “Anyone can summon me after death,” Nora answered. “They only need to find my body and recite the incantation. However, the price of me being resurrected is that I’m bound to their service until they desire my death.” 
  “So, all the people who brought you back eventually killed you?” 
  “Yes… One way or another. It wasn’t pleasant.” 
  I gaped at her in shock, not knowing what else to say. 
  “There’s no need for that. I’ve accepted my fate long ago. Besides, my older sister has it worse than I.” 
  “You have a sister…?” 
  “Uh huh… I actually have quite a few siblings from different companions my mother encountered throughout the eras—but that’s only based on what Selene has told me.” 
  “Told you…?” 
  “Selene is our mother’s firstborn and has kept track of our other sisters and brothers throughout the ages. However, some of our siblings had already died from misfortune long before we knew about them. That’s when I learned the curse of our family—or should I say, being punished for the sins of our mother.” 
  Nora’s words reminded me of Freyja and how she spoke about her curse.  However, when I spoke to Freyja about Nora, she acted as if they weren’t acquainted with each other. “I understand what it’s like. It feels like a punishment.” 
  “I’m sad for all my brothers and sisters that I will never meet. Although, I’m grateful for Selene… After everything I went through with the cleansing in Britain.  It scared me, and I didn’t know how to handle the shadowy world.  Selene, you, and I—the curse we suffer makes death seem merciful, doesn’t it…? My sister has been around longer than I, and most likely was born around the same era as our mother. So, she understands well what we go through. However, her gifts are more desired by the other realms, unlike mine. She will never speak ill of our mother, but she is to blame for our unique circumstances.” 
  “What is your sister’s gift…?” 
  “Selene is a necromancer—hunted by many for her abilities to bring back the dead as immortal zombies.” 
  “That’s kinda interesting,” I was shocked by her answer. “Do they feed on brains…?” 
  Nora laughed. “Oh, no. Not at all.  They are normal, like you and me.  You wouldn’t be able to tell what they were unless something life threatening happens to them.” 
  “That’s a relief,” I answered. “I was worried the zombie films were true.” 
  “Don’t worry about it. Selene keeps her pets close and well tamed.  However, we need to talk about what’s in this bag. But first—I shared a piece of myself, now it’s your turn.” 
 I showed her the ring on my finger. “An ancestor of mine is merging with me.” 
  “Huh… So, you’re inheriting a Witch’s power and knowledge.” Nora clutched my hand and examined the ring. “Hmm… I say… I feel sorry for you…” She held onto it a bit longer. “It must confuse you with all the memories unlocking and combining with yours. The additional gifts—not so bad.” 
  “It gets pretty jumbled up,” I answered, noticing the unpleasant look on her face. “What’s that look for…?” 
  “I recognized the essence of who created this ring, that’s all.” 
  “Freyja made this ring for my great-great-grandmother…” 
  Nora eyed me. 
  “Yes, I know I am missing quite a few greats,” I rolled my eyes and sighed. “It’s complicated—dealing with women older than me by a few centuries or millennia.” 
  “You’re right,” Nora giggled. “It’s complicated… But don’t be too hard on yourself. I was in your shoes before.  Confused—didn’t know much about what was going on and why I had these cursed gifts. We sometimes don’t have control over our fate.” 
  “Nora, for someone to devote their entire life to whoever resurrects them, it would piss me off,” I pointed out. “You’ve seen death five times in the cruelest way possible, and each time someone takes advantage of your power as a Witch. I don’t even come close to understanding how you feel.” 
  “You already felt how I feel,” Nora replied. “Even though I’m with Derex for who knows how long, I can still spot someone like me who’s suffering.” She touched my chest. 
  “The wound hurts sometimes, doesn’t it? Not the physical pain, but something emotional. It’s spreads deeper, and it’s changing you every day, am I right?” 
  “I can feel I’m different,” I confessed. “I hear a voice in my head sometimes. It sounds like me and it can help me do things I’m incapable of on my own.” 
  “Nothing is impossible,” Nora answered. “For our circumstances, they blessed and cursed us, because of who we are.” 
  “Cheers to that,” I raised my coffee cup and sipped it. “I still don’t understand why though, I’m no one. I happen to be a Witch because of a long bloodline.” 
  “That’s not true,” she said. “The ‘cursed’ like us—it’s because we are someone.  You’re just not aware of it yet. Now… Everything is interesting in this bag,” Nora takes out the crystal ball, the necklace, and the bracelet and lays them out in front of me. “Someone meant to make you suffer a horrible slow death.”  She held up the bracelet. “This object is hexed by someone who had great envy… The intention was to close all your chakras and hinder energy flow.” Afterward, she picked up the necklace. “Jealousy… This one held the poison.” She opened the locket to reveal the herbs inside. “Smell it.” She held it close to my nose where I caught a whiff. “What does that smell like?” 
  “No idea,” I nodded my head. 
  “Deadly Nightshade.” Nora closed the locket once again. “Thin silver backing…  We used pendants like this for healing in the middle ages.  You lock certain herbs inside, and the patient wears it throughout the night.  Silver is good at absorbing the oils from herbs and from the metal, into the skin.  Belladonna is toxic to breathe in when the oils release and can cause delusions. A certain amount in your bloodstream can induce horrible nightmares. Symptoms can make your throat parched and dry, no matter how much water you drink. If someone exposes you long enough to such poisons, it can shut down your organs.  All these items including this crystal ball was meant to kill you in your sleep.” She then held my crystal ball. “Aphrodite was hexed to feed your dreams with nightmares so it would drive you mad. They tainted this crystal with disdain and despair.  Your coven surely wanted you to suffer beyond this realm.” 
  “No wonder it surprised Tara that I was alive.” 
 “They were jealous of your growing potential.” Nora explained. “But I’m not like that. Some who want to be like us, are leeches, trying to steal a fraction of our gifts. I would never do that to you, Kristen…  I’ve sensed it in your soul how broken you are and the betrayal growing inside your heart. That’s why I want you to join me, be under my care, through these changes.” 
  Suddenly, my chair moved across the floor on its own and Nora held my hand, guiding me closer to her. She continuously gazed into my eyes, making my heart race, and chills went up my spine. I gasped, not knowing what she wanted to do next, but she stared at me, gliding her fingers up my arm. 
  “Don’t be scared,” she said. “I would never hurt you.  Even with my curse… my age… my power," Her voice lowered to a faint whisper. “I will always see you as my equal… Freyja will only disappoint you.” 
  “I can’t…” I pulled away. “Nora—I wanna be your friend if you’re willing to accept that, but I can never join a coven again.  And Freyja—She’s your mother, isn’t she…? Is that why you’re saying all this? Or is it because of Derex, the master you serve?” 
  “No…” she answered. “This is for me alone, despite what Derex wants. If you would have said yes, it will remain just between us, our bond. And for Freyja, yes, she’s my mother. But I am telling you the truth, she will disappoint you one day. Why do you think Selene and I suffer so much?  She never once saved us.  When I burned at the stake, I called out for her, but she never came.  With her power, she could have stopped everything.  Even when many sought my sister, she did nothing.  We had to protect ourselves. I would never let you experience the abandonment like I have.” 
  “I understand—I really do.” My hand naturally found hers and I held it. “Thank you so much for sharing this. And believe me, I expect nothing from her.  I’m only going through everything, because of this.” I referred to the mark. “Do you know what this is?” 
  “No…” Nora answered. “I don’t…” She pulled down my collar and ran her fingertips along the wound. “I can sense the essence of darkness and blood, merging with your heart. This is beyond what I know.” 
  “Well—Freyja claims she knows, but she says I have to discover it for myself.” 
  “Typical of my mother,” Nora grunted. “Regardless of the matter, this curse you have is like mine.  It saved both our lives. With what your ex-coven did, you’re a walking dead person.” 
  “You don’t think I’m a zombie…,” I joked with her? 
  Nora chuckled, and the mood lightened between us. “I can’t picture you as a zombie at all.” 
  “Now I actually wanna meet one of your sisters zombie buddies.” 
  “Maybe one day,” Nora had a smirk. “Since we are now friends.” 
  Nora and I spent two hours together, just talking about her life and mine. I told her about the woodland Elves who live in the forest, near my family home and that two goddesses had already made themselves known to me.  She didn’t act surprised, but she listened to every word with care.  Even though Nora’s a cursed one just like Freyja, it didn’t seem like I had to keep my guard up around her like Casey warned me to do.  She mentioned wanting to be free from the curse of serving a master and wanted to have friends. Wanting to have an intimate relationship with a partner, just like most individuals in our world. However, she always concluded it will never happen. 
  At the end of our meeting, she ended up giving me a dagger that was once hers. Back when she practiced rituals, since she knew about the evening.  She also explained that over time, I wouldn’t need any tools and that it would just invoke out of sheer willpower and visualization.  However, I never asked about Derex and why she would keep our bond a secret. Perhaps, Casey was right in one aspect. 
 After Nora left, and the time was leading to the evening, I gathered what supplies I needed for the trial ahead.  It was time to see how powerful these hands can be. 
  The night awaits… 
 
 CHAPTER 21 
 
 A Witch’s Job 
 
THAT NIGHT, I HAD CHILLS APPROACHING the front door to Charlotte’s house where she had left it unlocked for me. I hung a book-bag over my right shoulder, bringing things to enact a ritual for the evening.    
  The moment I entered the house, an eerie feeling came over me. I knew the entity was there, watching me. A jab of pain in my gut warned me to be careful. The stench of rotting eggs permeated the air, I think a spirit is ready to do battle. 
  Before going further, I removed my boots on the ‘welcome’ mat and peered into the living area. The T.V. was roaring loudly from the same car game the boys were playing since yesterday. They both sat on the area rug, both matching in gray sweatpants and black T-shirts as their pajamas. They played silently, not shoving or yelling at each other like they usually do. 
  They paused the game when we made eye-contact as I stood standing by the banister of the stairwell. Dark circles under their eyes told me they still haven’t had a good night’s sleep. “Hey boys…” They glared at me with no life in their pale faces. “Are you ready for tonight…?” 
  “Ready for what…?” Charlotte asked, making her way down the staircase in black heels and a short, low-cut, night dress.  I gazed at her straightened hair and dolled-up face with red lipstick, as she grinned to greet me. “Should I be worried about what you guys are gonna be getting up to?” 
  “Whoa—someone looks stunning for the evening. Who’s the lucky bastard?” 
  “Oh, shut-up!” Charlotte blushed and punched my shoulder as she reached the last step. “You’re just saying that…” 
  “No—mah. You look great!” Stephen complimented. 
  “Yeah, mom. You look pretty,” Eddie continued. “I hope you have a fun time tonight.” 
  Charlotte’s cheeks glowed pink. “Gee-boys, thanks…” Again, her eyes settled upon me.  “Thanks again for coming out, Kristen.  You do not understand how much you’ve helped out.” 
  “Come-on—it’s no problem at all,” I responded. “It’s fun being around the boys again. Now take-a-load-off for once and relax. You more than deserve it.” 
  She clasped my hands. “You boys behave for Kristen.” She said sternly, and they nodded their heads in unison. “I want you both in bed at a decent time. No playing video games all hours of the night, okay.” They saluted. “Just because I’m not here doesn’t mean you can have free-reign…” 
  “Oh, don’t worry,” I prevented her from saying another word. “The boys and I have plans that don’t involve video games…  And they both will be in bed at a decent hour.” 
  “Oh, really now…?” She answered. 
  “We’re gonna have a camp-out and tell ghost stories.” 
  “That sounds fun,” Charlotte responded. “Don’t scare each other if that’s the case.” She plucked her car keys from the table-stand by the front door and a scarf off the coat rack. “All right everybody, have a wonderful night.  And Kristen, I should be home around midnight or one in the morning.” 
  “Take your time,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t rush back. “I’ll keep the ruckus to a minimum.” 
  “Funny…” A side-grin formed on her lips and she exited the house, closing the door behind her. We all remained quiet as her heels clacked along the walkway and she opened the car door. The boys and I waited in silence until we heard the car pull out the driveway. 
  “Okay, she’s gone,” I breathed in relief. “Looks like it’s just us and the ghouls tonight, buah-ha-ha…” 
  Stephen rolled his eyes. “Sheesh, Kristen—that’s not funny at all.” 
  I joined them in the living room and plopped my behind on the plush couch cushion. “So… Are we ready boys…?” 
  “Ready for what…?” Eddie asked. 
 “For the Brenner Ghost Extravaganza.” 
  “Extravaganza my ass,” Stephen got up from the floor and sat next to me on the sofa, and Eddie joined too. “What do you really have planned for tonight?” 
  “You’ll see,” I got out my cell-phone and checked the time, which showed nine o’clock exactly. “Okay everyone.  Let’s get things started…” 
  “Ugh—What do you really have planned, Kristen?” Stephen acted less excited by lolling back with his arms crossed and expressed more annoyance than Eddie, who remained relaxed and looked at both of us simultaneously. “Eddie and I are too tired for games, for-reals.” 
  “Oh, come-on, Stephie-boy,” I roamed over to the stairwell and leaned on the banister for them to get up. “Where’s your sense of adventure—like Huckleberry Finn?” 
  “Mark Twain didn’t have to deal with this bull-shit,” he scowled and groaned. “We’re talking about ghosts here…” 
   Eddie watched us glare at each other, not knowing what was going on. “Kristen never lets anything bad happen to us.  Maybe it’s gonna be okay, Stephie.” 
   “Trust me,” I convinced them in that moment. “Everything’s gonna be okay, I promise…” 
  It took a few seconds for them to contemplate and they both rose up and accompanied me at the bottom of the stairs. “All right—I need you both to do exactly as I say.  And when I tell you something, it’s absolute. No more questioning, ok.” They both nodded their heads. “Great… Stay behind me.” 
   I ascended the steps first, and they kept close behind, hugging the rail.   As we made it to the top and near the master bedroom door, the air seemed even warmer and smelled even more rotting. A wave of nausea washed over me. 
   “It really smells bad!” Eddie whispered. 
   “It’s waiting there, isn’t it,” Stephen asked? 
   “Yep…” I kept striding forward. “Let’s keep going.” 
  We entered Stephen's bedroom, located towards the overlook of the house. His room dark with only the lava-lamp and plasma ball decorating the space, with streams of crimson, violets, and blue. The light switch was beside the door and I reached out and groped until I found it. Once the room brightened, I was bombarded by tons of band posters pinned along the navy-blue walls.  Broken skateboards mounted above his single bed, wedged into the corner with a blue plaid bedspread, and black sheets.  Rock band logos such as Guns and Roses, Lynyrd Skynyrd, and The Doors, captured my eyes, one by one, as I scanned around.  To the right was his black wooden desk in-between two narrow windows and black floating shelves that had a Jason hockey mask and a line-up of horror films, such as Friday the 13th and Halloween. 
  “I can’t believe your mom lets you watch this junk.”   
  “Why my room?” Stephen demanded, not overly thrilled that I preferred his room over his brother’. 
  “Because it’s bigger and there’s more room.” I investigated a vacant corner on the far-left border. 
  “What are you gonna do?” he continued asking? 
   “What did I say about questions? Relax.” 
   “Yeah right,” he blurted. “You’re totally nervous right now.  Look at all the sweat on your forehead…” 
  “It’s hot—and look… This is my first time doing this, so chill.” 
  “First time doing what…?” he didn’t back off. 
  “Sit in the F’ing bed with your brother and shut-up!”               
  “Fine…” He sighed before sitting on the mattress and rested his back against the angle of the wall. Eddie joined him, seemingly more curious that his brother who just rolled his eyes. 
  I picked out the dagger that Nora gave me first and a pouch full of crystals. “What’s that?” Eddie asked, fascinated by the dagger with its rusted, black oil-rubbed handle with a decorated skull on the hilt. 
 “This…,” I held it closer for him to see. “It’s what Witches call an Athame.” 
   “Atha-may,” Eddie struggled to pronounce it.   
  “It’s used in rituals as a magical tool.” 
  “Are you a Witch, Kristen?” Eddie asked, and Stephen glared at me, awaiting an answer. 
   “Kinda… But I am gonna perform a little magic.” 
  “Magic doesn’t exist,” Stephen blurted out. 
   “Oh, don’t give up on the idea just yet.” I poured out stones from the bag and chose four white quartz from the mix of aqua, pink, and sapphire gems. 
   “What are you gonna do with those?” Eddie asked, while observing me arrange the stones on the four edges of the bed. 
   I smirked at him, not responding. I got my backpack and took out a mason jar full of purified salt and drew a circle around the bed.  “This is for your protection, that’s all. So, it’s best to remain inside the circle at all costs.” I handed him a thumb-size chunk of onyx and another to his brother. “Hold on to this until it’s over.” Eddie held the rock and Stephen, even though he was reluctant, he took it. “Good…”  I continued to set up by drawing a pentacle on the hardwood floor with red lipstick I took from my grandmothers makeup collection.  I drew a circle around the star, placing a bowl of water on the upper right corner; the Athame on the bottom right for fire, and moonstone on the bottom left for earth. Afterwards, I took out a glass vial from my bag and blew into it. I quickly sealed the top with a cork. Once my breath was tight inside, I set it on the top left edge of the star, representing the element air. Then I placed a brand-new crystal ball made entirely out of rose quartz in the center of the pentacle.  “Okay, all elements are present.” 
  “Looks like Witchy stuff to me,” Stephen replied. “Kinda—my ass.” 
   I picked up the dagger and brought it over to the corner wall where I had the tip of the pentacle, pointing precisely at the fold. “Why didn’t you stick anything on the top of the star,” Eddie curiously inquired. “Did you forget…? 
  “No…” I explained. “We usually place nothing on the top of the pentacle, because it represents the element for spirit.  And spirits are always all around us and their energy.  I’m gonna use that energy to do something cool.” 
  “What are you gonna do with that?” Stephen pointed at the Athame in my hand. 
   “I am gonna cut a line down the wall,” I explained while grunting to reach the top of the ceiling. “If I can only reach it.” Thankfully I was tall enough for the blade to touch the top fold, and I cut through the paint and drywall with a slight push to create a clear line. I continued to slice all the way down to the lower white trim boards, which didn’t need much pressure since it already had a cutline from the edges meeting. “Well—that should do it.” 
   “Now what…?” Stephen pressed my buttons. 
   “Now—I’m gonna start the ritual.” 
   “What are you gonna do…?” 
  “Shush…” Eddie hushed his brother, frowning at him. 
   “All right—I’ll let her do her thing.” 
   While they both remained calm, they watched as I bowed down on my knees before the pentacle, facing the corner where the line was deep and clear to concentrate on. I took three deep breaths, closing my eyes to peer into the blackness.   “The darkness is all I see…” Within the gloom, my skin had goosebumps with a swift chill circulating around the room as if the window was open, but it wasn’t.  “Earth, air, fire, water… Spirits of the north, south, east, and west, father to the universe, mother of oblivion, grant me the words.” I opened my eyes to a black mist forming a circle around me. “REX INFERIS… Hades.” I picked up the Athame and banged my fists together at a level with my face. “RESERARE INFERNUM.” My voice resounded within the space until the floorboards rumbled below my limbs, causing the planks within the walls to crack.  The boys gasped, and Stephen spoke in a slight whisper, “What’s going on…?” 
 However, my eyes remained fixated on the edge of the room and a heavy pressure made it challenging to move my arms apart. “OPEN…,” my voice reverberated again, and I tugged my fists, little by little, and struggled to extract them apart, only visualizing a gate being pried open with every ounce of my power. “OPEN…” I groaned, tugging harder and before our eyes the slit in the wall slowly moved apart. The further my hands were from each other, the broader the door became, displaying a dreary dungeon-like domain, with stone bridges built within a black void. The long wails of suffering spirits echoed in the distance. Their phantomlike bodies drifted along the walkways in shackles, and ghastly entities that emerged like shadow-people wandering into open doors and closing them at the same time. I drew a deep breath, knowing I had stopped breathing when my heart pounded hard. Suddenly, the pressure in my arms freed, and I dropped them to my side. Sweat dripped down the side of my forehead, tickling my cheeks from the heat that radiated from the opening.  I glanced over at the boys who sat with their jaws dropped open in complete shock. Stephen was finally silent without a word to say about it. 
  “See—told you I was gonna do something cool.”  I said, trying to ease their tension, even though my legs trembled with dread, making it difficult to stand up. 
  When I stood up clutching the Athame, the same odor of rotten eggs floated into the bedroom, causing all of us to glance at the door.  Suddenly, the lights in the outside hallway turned off and the ceiling lamp above flickered. Then a heavy breathing brought my attention back to the hallway shrouded in darkness. The room and hallway became pitch-black. 
  “She’s out there,” Eddie stuttered in a trembling voice. 
  “Oh, I know,” I said, staring at the tall shadowy outline of a thin figure that was almost shapeless. Her narrow head with crazy hair floated upward to the ceiling, as she hovered a few inches above the ground. Her arms and legs as thin as sticks, her garments floating and swirling around her. “Show yourself, spirit!” My face became stiff, and I clenched my jaw as I spoke. 
  All of a sudden, she floated forward!  Her breath became heavier, as she crossed the door frame and with the flickering light, we saw how old and wrinkly she looked. Pale blue and purple skin, eyes rolled back. She groaned with her jaws wide open, revealing jagged teeth and a severed tongue. Around her neck was a golden chain with a ruby pendant, surrounded by smaller cut diamonds. It was almost the size of my entire thumb, nestled on her flat chest, and her earrings were smaller matching studs, gold rings and chained bracelets. 
  Greed, greed, greed… She is the core of pride, envy, and greed. 
  “So, you are the one who’s been haunting, Charlotte,” A sudden confidence resonated in my voice and the fear diminished, knowing I had to protect the boys at all costs. “You are the one, whose heart is full of greed.” Her jaw snapped shut and turned to look at the boys who huddled together in the bed’s corner. Stephen holding his brother as they both stared at her, moving closer to the end of the bedframe and then halted. 
  “Don’t look at them—look at me!” I ordered her. “I’m the one not protected inside a barrier.” 
  She continued to glance at the bed and turned at the doorway to the Underworld behind me. 
  “You have no power here, spirit… Leave or…” Her white eyes fell upon me as she floated closer to where I had to stare upward. “I’ll make you leave.”  Suddenly, her head bowed. Then slowly she straightened and let out a blood-curdling screech. Both me and the boys yelped in shock. Then my free hand moved on its own and gripped her neck. I squeezed and squeezed until the screams died. My body acted on its own, forcing the woman to the ground with all my weight, shoving my knee into her chest. 
  “Lega…” I chanted, and black chains circulated from her torso, down to her waist, and wrapped around her legs and arms. “I strip you of your freedom to torment this family.” The chains embedded into her skin like a tattoo, making her squirm, and she struggled desperately to scream, but my grip was too strong for her to break. “Silentium…” A shadow choker formed tight around her neck and disintegrated. 
 Afterwards, I let go of her neck and no sound came out of her mouth.  I stood up, no longer having to pin her down, because she couldn’t move. She later paralyzed on the floor in silence, staring at me. “You shouldn’t have challenged me.” 
  Stephen and Eddie glanced over at the woman and then looked at me. “What are you gonna do with her?” Stephen asked. 
  I dragged her across the floor to the doorway of the dungeon-like realm and dropped her on the stone bridge.  Looking inside, the air was dense and hot.  Even the void felt like it was drawing me over the edge.  Before getting off balance, I jumped back inside the room. “Claude ostium…!” I yelled into the doorway and the walls slammed shut. The cuts in the drywall disappeared, making everything look like before. “Whoa—that’s so cool!” My fingertips grazed across the surface, not finding any evidence I sliced into the wall. 
  The boys were still wide-eyed and speechless. 
  “Well—How was the Brenner Ghost Extravaganza…?” I looked at the digital clock on the shelf. “Sheesh—It’s only been an hour. Anyone up for a late-night pizza?”   
  Eddie raised his hand. 
  “What just happened?” Stephen was pale in the face, still clearly in shock. 
  “Uh—it looks like I took care of your ghost problem.” I strolled over my bag and set the dagger inside without puncturing a hole in the fabric. “Didn’t I say everything is gonna be okay?” I said while calmly gathering the rest of the items from the floor 
  “No, really.” Stephen kept asking. “What in the hell just happened? Did I dream this?” He pinched Eddie’s cheek. 
  “Ouch…!” Eddie yelped and pinched him back. 
  “Ooouch…!” Stephen rubbed his face. 
  “Oh, you guys are very much awake, believe me,” I assured them. “But you cannot tell your ma what happened here at all—not a single word, capeesh… This is not something that usually sits well with others… So, this will have to be our little secret.” 
  “But Kristen,” Eddie looked at me confused. “Are you really a Witch…?” 
  “Yes, Eddie,” I answered while sitting with them on the bed. “I’ve always been. It’s just that no one knows about it—except for you… If anyone else knew about this, they won’t be as kind to me or accept that it’s not the devil at work.  Stephen, I know you have seen in horror flicks what society does to unique individuals like me.  So, it’s especially important we make a pack here tonight that me being a Witch stays only between us.  And what happened with the hag… I sent her to a place where she can never find you guys or hurt your mom ever again.” 
  “Okay… We won’t tell anyone. Right Stephie…?” 
  Stephen nodded his head. 
  “What a night, right…? Exorcising spirits really creates an appetite,” I exhaled in relief. " Extra cheese and pepperoni, guys…?” 
  They both nodded ‘yes’, and we all got up from the bed and finished cleaning up the floor for the evening. After we cleaned everything up, I ordered a pizza and we shared it in the kitchen for the rest of the night until it was time for them to go to bed. Once they were asleep, Charlotte arrived around one in the morning, smelling like wine; however, she seemed different. She went to the boys' bedrooms and peeked in for a few minutes at each of them.  We chatted about her plans to take a long vacation as a family before the summer was over, and that she no longer needed me to babysit until the school year started.  On my drive back home, something told me she would be home more often. 
  A Witch’s job well done… 
 
 CHAPTER 22 
 
 Beware the Beast 
 
SUNDAY MORNING BROUGHT contentment with the sunlight beaming through my bedroom windows. Meanwhile, I switched from shorts to jeans and dressed in a pair of boots instead of sneakers to do chores.  Then I slipped on a light T-shirt, aware that the heat would be at its peak later in the day. Even though everything appeared casual while doing my usual routine of putting on deodorant and rubbing on sunblock, my mind was on the events last night. I, Kristen Brenner, had single handedly performed an exorcism, casting out a spirit into the Underworld. 
  It made me feel good, helping my friends. However, the feeling of conjuring the power to open the door still lingered on my hands. I popped my knuckles, struggling to loosen the stiffness that spread into the joints. My fingers were still tender from punching them simultaneously and the ring left a bruise on my finger. 
  I looked at the clock on the wall, it was a few minutes away from ten o’clock and I still hadn’t had breakfast yet. Time wasn’t an issue today, all I had to do was reflect on what Freyja and Emma said about managing my abilities to aid others.  The ritual was a product of what Emma passed down to me through her ring. 
  I studied the ring for a moment, watching it sparkle in the light. I recalled how my body seemed to have acted on its own to take down the evil entity. 
  Just like it had when I shot Faylen’s bow and arrow blindfolded. 
  Freyja mentioned nothing about inheriting an evil inner voice or becoming efficient at self-defense. So, where was it coming from? The voice. And my warrior instincts… 
  Suddenly, my cell-phone vibrated on the nightstand, and the caller ID read ‘mom’. I answered, “Hey mom—what’s going on?” 
  “How are you doing, sweetie? I tried calling you last night, but it went straight to voicemail.” 
  “Yeah—Sorry about that,” I answered. “I was looking after the boys last night for Charlotte and I got home pretty late.” 
  “Wow—that’s wonderful!” mom sounded rather elated. “I’m glad you’re doing things and not just staying cooped-up in the house.” 
  “Nah—there are too many things to do around here. And I’ve been taking Casey for strolls on the back trails.” 
  “Oh, I heard from your grandmother, you’ve been wandering off into the woods often. Just be careful though.  I heard about the animal attacks.” 
  “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “I keep my eyes and ears open when I’m out there.” 
  “Oh, that’s good,” she exhaled in relief. “By the way, your grandmother also mentioned you haven’t called Dr. Redfield yet to make an appointment. Is that true…?” 
  “Yeah—sorry. I just got caught up with being back home—it totally slipped my mind. I’ll call tomorrow morning and make an appointment A. S. A. P.” 
  “Make sure okay,” she replied. “I know it’s a lot to take in being back, but let’s try to get things going now that you’re settled in. 
  “I know…”   
  Uncle Rainer interrupted by yelling my name from the downstairs kitchen. 
  “Um—I literally have to get going.” 
  He called out to me again, his boots stomping down the hallway below. 
  “I presume you’re helping my brother outside today…?” 
  “As always—every Sunday. But tell dad I say hi and I love you both.” 
  Mom laughed. “Okay, sweetie. I’ll call again later.  Take care.” 
  “Bye!” I added, before hanging up the phone. Uncle Rainer hollered out once again from the bottom of the staircase. 
  “I’M COMING!” 
  Then I crammed the phone deep in my rear pocket and rushed along downstairs.  I had a quick breakfast before meeting my uncle outside where he was getting the tractor ready to mow the lawn.  My job was to use the weed whacker to trim around the foundation of the house. Then I’d use a push mower to cut the grass in the garden, around the old dog kennel that no longer housed several different dogs. 
 Between taking the clippers to the bushes and sweeping aside the debris, the yard work took almost the entire day.  Once we were all done, we both rested in the tool shop in the garage. We kept all the doors wide open to let the refreshing evening breeze flow inside. With the cool gusts drying our sweat, we both chugged ice-cold beers one after the other from the cooler.  My uncle smokes his cigarette then dozed off while listening to classic rock on his old radio, covered in dust and spider-webs.   I spun the chair around, watching all the spiders on the ceiling catching their supper and rolling them up in a cocoon. My limbs ached but the feeling soon filled out after around three beers. 
  “Feeling buzzed?” Rainer asked. 
  “Oh, yeah,” I answered. “Sheesh—I haven’t worked this hard in a long time.” 
  “It’s good for you.” 
  I scowled at him, thinking, yeah-right. “You know, tomorrow I’m gonna feel like I got ran over by a truck.” 
  “You’ll get used to it again,” he explained. “It would’ve taken much longer to get everything done, but we got it finished.” He held out his can, and I reached over and tapped it with mine. “Cheers,” he said, and we guzzled our beers, then crushed the cans and chuckled like a couple of teenagers. “Good job on today.” He grunted in discomfort while getting up from the chair and shuffled towards the house door. 
  “Where are you going?” I asked. 
  “To take a piss,” He opened the door, and little paws scurried. “Damn dog...” Rainer burped while walking inside and slamming the door behind him. 
  Casey strolled to where I was. “Master...,” she paused, while peering up at me and lifted a paw. “Whoa—you look awful!” 
  “I’m tired,” I responded wearily. 
  “What’s that smell?” she claimed. “Were you drinking that man-made poison again?” 
  “Oh, yes—I was totally poisoning myself with three cans worth…” I burped loud enough for it to echo throughout the shop. I stood up gingerly; however, the aching in my thighs made it painful to move.   “I can go for a fourth and fifth right about now—ugh.” 
  “You should go inside and rest for the evening and not drink anymore,” Casey suggested, but I strolled out of the garage, swaying from side to side, and wandered down the driveway. 
  We strolled into the field where my uncle and I finished last before calling-it-quits. From the yard, the sunshine had dulled in the sky and the blackness of night was just minutes away. Hues of oranges and reds appeared to replace the blue luminous sky.  “It’s almost nightfall,” I declared while observing the wind burst through the forest trees, bending the branches. 
  “We should head back to the house before it becomes dark.” Casey sniffed the air.   “Remember—the ‘beast’ comes out at this hour.” 
  As the wind continued to blow over the field, a somber mood came over me. It was the same feeling I had when I traveled outside my body, and just before I confronted the wolf for the first time.  “I have a bad feeling…” 
  Casey glanced up at me. “You sense him too? He’s near.” 
  “What is he hunting…?” 
  “Master, we should really get back to the house.” 
  As I was about to wander towards the gravel of the driveway, the air burst through my hair and with it the laughs of children resounded in my ears. I twirled around and dashed to the border of the forest. “Casey—do you hear them…?” 
  “Master, we can’t,” Casey’s argued. “They are too far out into the forest and distant from the Elven Village, to get to them on time.... He roams near.” 
  I darted along the pathway with the breeze swirling along with their laughing voices “Casey.” She caught up to me.  “Where are they…?” I frowned at her, my voice stern and the adrenaline made my heart jump. “We can’t leave them out here with that thing!” 
 “He is getting close, we can make it if we hurry.” Casey scurried fast with her short stubby legs, leaping over branches with me following close behind.  The ache in my legs disappeared and with all the strength I had left, I sprinted towards them. I was almost out of breath, panting hard with rivulets of sweat running down my face and back. Still, I was determined to get to those kids and rescue them, no matter what. 
  Then the Elven children were in my sight.  A young girl with reddish hair braided and wearing a green renaissance style gown. Two boys with blondish hair, in matching hunter green slacks and sleeveless vests. Twins, it turned out as Casey and I rushed towards them. Their eyes widened as we barreled towards them at full speed. Immediately in defense mode, they swiftly drew their wooden swords and held them at the ready. 
  We halted a foot away in order to avoid an attack. 
  “What are you doing out here, right before nightfall?” I shrieked at them and they looked at each other before backing up a few steps. By now, I could practically smell the wolf nearby. “Didn’t your people warn you about the creature who’s been roaming, killing everything in sight?”   
  “He’s near…” Casey sniffed the air. 
  I sprang into action, shoving the kids towards a broad, oak tree. They were less than half my height and size and could easily hide behind the massive tree. 
  “Hide!” I instructed them in a matter-of-fact tone. 
  “Master…” 
  “NOW…!” I yelled and Casey rushed in front. “Whatever you do…” I stated firmly. “Don’t make a sound… Hold your breath if need be, and no matter what, don’t move!” 
  Then I raced to the girl and hoisted her with one arm and lugged her behind a dead tree. I sat with her on my lap against the rotten, gritty, bark.  The texture was so rough it scratched my upper back right through my shirt. The little girl made it worse by burrowing into me squirming. 
  From the side, I had a clear view of Casey conjuring a vibrant, blue magical circle with a pentacle in the center surrounding her and the Elven youngsters. They did as I commanded, and covered their mouths with their palms, in case they wanted to scream.  I did the same with the girl, covering her mouth with my left hand, whispering in her ear, willing her to stay quiet. Within a split second I envisioned a circle around us, rendering us invisible to the naked eye.   But I had to think quickly, because the circle wasn’t strong enough to conceal sounds or smell. 
  “Master…!” Casey whispered to me telepathically, and I saw her snarl.  “He’s here.” 
  Twigs snapped nearby, I heard it growl and paw the ground. The girl on my lap shuddered and I held unto her tighter, but reassuringly. 
  The beast had an unmistakable odor of bourbon and stale cigars. I could hear it sniffing around nearby, as if trying to find our hideout. 
  It had the same smell as some of my uncle’s friends who’d sometimes get so drunk, you could smell the booze emanating from their pores. It suddenly dawned on me that this beast, this mysterious night terrorist was definitely a man. 
  It moved away, and its stench dissipated. Casey’s heckles went down and the intimidation in the boy's eyes softened.  No sooner had we relaxed than a male voice boomed in the distance. “Mara… Balin… Logon… It’s time to come home!” 
  The girl squirmed and the boy's eyes widened in dread.  “Keep them quiet,” I told Casey telepathically.   The sky became darker around us as the sun dipped behind the horizon. As the Elven man drew near, I was too hesitant to warn him.  “Don’t say a word,” the voice in my head spoke. “Or we will all die!” 
  “Balin… Logon… Where are you…?” The sound of his voice was just a few feet away. So, I kept my hand over the girl’s mouth and shushed her.   
 “Mara…!” 
  The branches snapped nearby and in a hasty assault, the earth rumbled under the weight of the wolf racing in the direction of the man. What happened next was the stuff of nightmares. Me, Casey and the kids could all hear the man yelp when the wolf pounced. Amidst terrified screams for help, there was the sound of thrashing. Branches snapped, fabric ripped, and the gurgling screams continued. Moments later the screams stopped and all we heard were the crunch of bone and the wolf-man snarling like a hungry beast with no intention of sharing it’s dinner. 
  One of the boys, who watched the whole thing sighed ‘no’ loud enough to be heard, causing the horrific sounds of chomping to halt. 
  Suddenly, a blue circle glowed around Casey, transforming her into an enormous wolf-like dog with rainbow-colored fur gleaming in the twilight. Her eyes sparked golden and within moments she’d quadrupled in size, almost as big as a grizzly bear. She opened her mouth and barred sharp teeth as she stood in front of the children, like the protector she was.        
  The beast was near, and its snarling was menacing. Then far in the distance, a group hollered from high up in the trees.  The branches creaked under their weight and one voice was recognizable among the crowd, Faylen. “Over there!” She yelled. 
  In that moment the growling stopped and suddenly the wolf scurried in the other direction, away from the voices.  Casey finally returned to form as the invisibility cloak disappeared.  She whimpered, either from fatigue, fear or both. 
  I remained quiet, but I loosened my grip on the girl who gasped and cried.   The boys fell to their knees and cried as they looked at the body, mangled beyond recognition.  My arms dropped to my sides, and the girl stayed seated on my lap until the Elven soldiers arrived. Their footsteps carried towards where the attack happened and I watched from the corner of my eye, as a few of them carried the kids off.   
  Faylen leaped over the tree-trunk and landed to the left of me, gazing at me through the invisibility until I released the enchantment. When we were again visible, Quynn came from where the soldiers eyed Casey, wondering if she was a threat. “She’s the familiar of this witch.” Faylen told them and Quynn lifted the girl, Mara, from my lap and handed her over to another soldier. “Make sure the children get back to the village safely.” Then her gaze fell on me. “Kristen…” I didn’t bother to look at her. “Kristen—are you hurt?”  Tears fell from my eyes. I turned my head and tried to glance over the trunk, but she held my face in her hands, forcing me to look at her. “Don’t...” 
  Quynn picked Casey up and held her close to his chest. “Is she okay?” I asked, realizing she was silent the whole time. 
  “She’s fine,” Faylen answered. “I’ll look at her back at the cabin. But you need to get up, right now.” 
  I grasped her arm. “Is he gone?” 
  “For now, at least… But you need to come with us.” Her face softened, and she tried to tug me up to my feet. Quynn helped by lifting me by the arm and holding on tight, with Casey. “Can you walk?” 
  My body was numb and weak. “I don’t know…” The numbness forced me to lean into her. “I can’t feel anything right now.” 
  “It’s okay…” She wrapped her arm around my waist and helped me away from the scene.  I looked over my shoulder and saw blood splattered on the trees and a body lying lifeless on the ground. Faylen turned me away before I could see in detail what that beast had done to the Elven man. I didn’t even see his face or anything that could give him life in my mind. Who did I let die? 
  They brought me to the village where all the soldiers were on high alert. Wearing black armor and armed with swords, bows, and spears, waiting for the wolf to return.  When Faylen and Quynn aided me into the cabin, my legs became like jelly and I just sat in the chair, hunched over. My body wanted to tip over but Faylen knelt down and kept me balanced, while inspecting my face and neck first. I held my hand out and realized that in a state of panic, the little girl had bitten my palm as I tried to keep her from screaming. 
 “Can you tell me what happened?” Faylen asked, but I watched Quynn lay Casey on the bed first. “I’ll look at Casey after I clean your wound.” 
  “I was out in the field, by my house. That’s when I heard them.” 
  “Heard them…?” 
  “The children,” I answered, not looking her in the eye. “I heard them playing. Casey and I knew the wolf was near, but I pushed her to find them before it was too late.” 
  “When you found them, what happened then…? 
  “The two boys, Balin and Logon, I guess. That’s what the dead Elven man called them.  They pulled out wooden swords and was defensive at first, but I didn’t care.  I ordered Casey to conceal them next to the tree. And told them to stay quiet—and I hid the girl. Then he came, but I didn’t see him at all. But I could smell him though, clear as day.  I can never forget that smell, those sounds.” 
  “Then what…?” Faylen kept trying to get a sense of what happened. 
  “He was about to leave until, that man came looking for the kids. Was calling out their names, not knowing what was waiting out there. But I said nothing. Nobody warned him what was coming.” I finally looked Faylen in the eyes. “We let him die.” 
  “You were protecting the children,” Faylen gripped my arm. “It was either try warning him and risk exposure or sacrifice their father.  You did right by not saying anything. And the mother of those children will be thankful to still have a family, even if it’s without her companion.  That wolf would have slaughtered you all before we could have even intervened.” 
  “One boy yelled,” I added. “In that moment, I couldn’t move.  With everything happening, I almost lost my familiar tonight.” I glanced at Casey, looking at me. “Casey was ready to fight that beast to protect me and I couldn’t do a thing.” 
  “It’s okay to be in-shock about everything,” Faylen tried to comfort me. “You are okay.” 
  Am I okay…? 
  ✽✽✽ 


  The sounds of tearing flesh echoed in my ears along with the bones snapping, throughout the night.  Faylen, Quynn and several other soldiers escorted me back to the driveway of my house. I entered through the boiler room door and didn’t even eat or talk to anyone. I just showered and let myself fall face first on the bed. But I knew very well the stain of this evening will never wash away. 
  After getting cleaned up, Casey, and I spent the rest of the evening in our room and fell asleep.  However, sleep only brought horrific nightmares of the body laying lifeless with no face. 
  The darkness is all I see… 
  The words played over in my mind, by the same malevolent voice that warned me not to help the Elven Man.  ‘You are not strong enough,’ she said. ‘You are too weak to fight for others,’ she kept saying within the darkness.  Everything felt heavy and I couldn’t breathe. My eyes popped open, and I gasped for air.  However, Casey was in the room’s corner by the closet in the same spirit-animal form from the forest, snarling at me. A black mist was emanating from my skin and black veins pulsed and spread down my arm.  I panicked in fear, “Casey…!” She continued to bare her fangs, ready to attack as I became the enemy. 
  My heart pounded and my skin burned like fire. I sat up clenching my chest tighter and rolling on my side, groaning in agony. “Make it stop!” I said, wanting the misery to go away. 
  Claudia appeared in the room from the shadows and got into bed with me, clutching my hand, and holding me close.  “It hurts,” I said while leaning into her. She had on the same black dress from the church and her skin emitted roses and strawberries. 
 “Please stop…” Claudia told me, but I didn’t comprehend what she was asking. “Calm yourself, before it takes you.” 
  “I can’t…” The images of the dead body and what happened replayed in my mind, and the voice kept saying, ‘you’re weak without the help of others.  Why are you always denying the darkness…?   The voice known as me echoed with the pain growing in my chest. “I can’t stop.” 
  Claudia’s hand grazed around my back and combed away the hair from my side until it was clear for her lips to caress the nape of my neck. “I’m sorry,” she said before sinking her incisors deep within my skin and sucked hard while grasping in a tight hug, not wanting me to fight back.  Her entire body pinned me down to the mattress as she drained the blood out of me; however, I didn’t struggle. I let her drain my life away. 
  After a few seconds, my arms went numb and my muscles loosened to where I relaxed under her. My vision faded until everything became a blur. Then everything turned black. 
 
 The darkness is all I see… 

  I’ll never see the light again… 



  TO BE CONTINUED… 
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