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Chapter 1: Reckless Youth

	 

	 

	 

	In the dead of night, five friends sat in a circle, in the living room of one of their homes. The lights throughout the house were turned off to provide a rather unsettling atmosphere. Only the burn of one hundred candles offered a soft light that kept the darkness at bay.

	They were about to play ‘The Game of One Hundred Ghosts.’ The rules were simple; each one would take a turn telling a story, whether it be funny, mysterious, or frightening. The only requirement was that it needed to be strange. Once the story was finished, one candle would be put out, then the next story would be told. With each extinguished, it is said odd things would begin to happen as the darkness became denser. And once the final candle was blown out, well …

	“I’m not good at telling stories,” Marcy complained in her timid way.

	“You don’t need to be good,” Andy assured with the utmost confidence. “Just try coming up with your best. You can even tell a true story, if you want?”

	“How are we even supposed to come up with a hundred stories?” Emily complained.

	“We just try,” Andy accepted the challenge. “That’s the fun of it.”

	“But—”

	“Let’s just start already,” Mark interrupted Rachael before she could delay the game with questions.

	“But—” Rachael tried to speak again.

	“Let’s start!” Mark would not allow. “You’re just scared. Let’s! Be! Gin! Let’s! Be! Gin! No. More. Talking. Unless it’s a story.”

	“If you’re so eager,” Emily, annoyed by his behavior, demanded of him, “Then you start.”

	“Yes!” Mark blurted. “Alright, I’ve been thinking of this one for a while. Ready? …”

	 

	“Walking casually, you don’t feel the need to watch where you step. Then you hear a crunch beneath your feet. You look down. There is a very small man that you stepped on. His body is twisted and bloody. Bones poke through his skin. Guts have burst out and are smeared on the ground.”

	 

	 

	“Gross.” Rachael frowned.

	“That wasn’t even good,” Emily besmirched.

	“Fine, Emily,” Mark took offense and the offensive, “Your turn.”

	Emily scowled for being put on the spot. She had not been prepared. Even so, quick to think, she almost began. But—

	“Don’t forget to blow out the candle,” Andy reminded.

	“Right,” Mark had forgotten. He picked one up at random and extinguished the light.

	“Can I begin now?” Emily harassed Mark for the delay.

	“Better be good,” he expected.

	She began …

	 

	“A man woke from a nap. Where he found himself was in complete darkness. His hands reached out to discover he was inside a box. Oh no. He had been buried alive.”

	 

	 

	 

	“That one really sucked,” Mark insulted with no mockery on his face which felt worse. It was like he was stating a fact, not just being mean.

	“Shut up,” Emily said angrily to mask her embarrassment.

	“I liked it,” Marcy complimented before a fight began. “Can I go next?”

	Emily paused to calm herself, then picked up her candle and extinguished it before saying, “Go ahead.”

	“Alright,” Marcy readied …

	 

	“Headphones play music, soft jazz, to help relax. But the relaxation begins to feel overwhelming. It starts with sleepy eyes and heavy yawns. Eventually, you close your eyes and pass away without realizing.”

	 

	 

	 

	“Poetic,” Andy admired. That was always Marcy. She blew out her candle.

	“Well,” Mark proposed to Andy, “You spoke up, you go next.”

	“Hmmm,” Andy smiled. “I got a good one …”

	 

	“A young man sits in his living room watching tv, pretending everything is alright. But, whenever the screen goes black, he can see, in the reflection, something standing behind him.”

	 

	 

	 

	Everybody felt a chill run down their spine.

	“Welp,” Andy pronounced with a smile after blowing out his candle, “That leaves Rachael. I guess we have our order.”

	“I don’t know if I can follow that,” Rachael felt uncertain of her storytelling skills, but nobody refuted her. She sighed and …

	 

	“A woman looked out her window and saw a shadow waiting on the street corner. Then there was a loud crash in the other room causing her to look away for just a moment. When she looked back, the shadow was gone. So concerned about where it might have vanished, she kept staring out the window. Didn’t even notice the person that just broke in.”

	 

	 

	 

	“That was really good,” Emily gave praise.

	“You think so?” Rachael wondered with a grin because she wanted to be admired more.

	“It was great,” Mark agreed, before weakening his own words, “Second best to Andy.”

	“Thanks, I guess,” Rachael took the half compliment. “Your turn.” She blew out her candle before Mark started.

	Mark …

	 

	“You’re standing at a four-way intersection and the Devil approaches you. He makes an offer for your soul. You decline, ask him how his day has been, and see if he wants a cigarette.”

	 

	 

	 

	“Another stupid one,” Emily insulted.

	Mark blew out his candle then turned on her, “Well, time for your stupid one.”

	Emily smirked, looking ready this time …

	 

	“The sickly, skinny man stood with pride.

	‘Are you hungry?’ The kind stranger asked.

	‘Yes,’ the man replied with superiority in his tone.

	‘Say please and I’ll give you some,’ food was offered.

	He chose to die instead.”

	 

	 

	 

	Mark seemed ready with a negative comment—

	“I have a poem if that’s okay?” Marcy pushed for her turn before something rude could be said.

	“That’s perfectly fine,” Andy assured.

	Emily blew out her candle.

	“Alright.” Marcy …

	 

	“The Writer’s Creed

	Is a dangerous Seed

	To despair it will Lead

	Because there is a Need

	To have people Read

	So we will Bleed

	For our ego must Feed”

	 

	 

	 

	“Because,” Marcy felt the need to explain the point of her story, “you know, that’s how it feels a lot of the time.”

	“You’re talented,” Andy remarked. “I doubt anybody else could come up with a poem on the spot.”

	“Definitely not Mark,” Emily threw a jab.

	“Shut up,” Mark scoffed.

	Marcy rubbed her hands together in her lap with happy embarrassment. “Thanks. Your turn. I bet you have another good one.” She blew out her candle.

	“We’ll see.” Andy …

	 

	“While at home, someone asks you, ‘Could you please turn on the lights? It’s too dark to see.’ But you live alone.”

	 

	 

	 

	Everyone stared with wide eyes.

	“They’re so short …” Mark began.

	“… but are so freaky,” Emily finished.

	“How do you do it?” Rachael added.

	Andy shrugged.

	“Well,” instead of dwelling for too long, Rachael started her story after the candle was blown out …

	 

	“Life can be stressful trying to maintain work, school, and relationships. Bosses, teachers, and even your parents keep screaming whenever you’re around. Then you remember that you died two weeks ago.”

	 

	 

	 

	“Was that supposed to be funny?” Mark was more amused than scared.

	“I guess it was,” Rachael did not really attempt to do anything with the story other than tell it. She blew out her candle.

	“If that’s the case,” Mark recalled, “My dad told me this one when I was a kid …”

	 

	“Theo walked up to the farmhouse with a question on his mind. Knocking three times, the owner answered, looking afraid.

	Theo asked, ‘How come you have me standing in that field all day and night?’

	She answered, ‘You’re a scarecrow. You shouldn’t be alive.’”

	 

	 

	 

	“Yeah,” Emily came in immediately with sass, “I wouldn’t have believed you came up with that story. But the real question is, did you really think that was funny? Because, if so, you have a creepy sense of humor.”

	Mark blew out his candle without a care and casually eluded, “This is the eleventh candle. Wasn’t something supposed to happen after the first ten?”

	“Maybe something did?” Andy raised their fear. “We just haven’t noticed yet because we’re having too much fun. You know, I don’t remember that coat hanging on that chair over there.”

	Everyone looked but they could not tell exactly what was in the shadows. It was little more than some blob of darkness looming just out of sight. Could be something. But it was probably nothing. But then why was it moving? Or was that their imagination?

	“Don’t do that,” Marcy begged.

	“I’m just having fun,” Andy was the only one smiling genuinely at everybody else’s discomfort.

	“Should we keep going?” Emily wondered.

	“You’re not getting out of your turn,” Mark pressed.

	“I wasn’t trying to get—” she cut herself off with a grumble. There was no point in coming up with an excuse. She just started …

	 

	“Screams echo in your head. They’re ear-piercing and painful. You say to yourself with joyful tears in your eyes, ‘I’m so happy you’re back,’ because you were lonely without them.”

	 

	 

	 

	“You’re really that lonely?” Mark kept up his role as Emily’s villain.

	Blowing out the candle, instead of Emily continuing their spat, she had a different assumption, “I bet that’s what’s going on in Andy’s head.”

	Andy only smiled, then looked off curiously while holding his chin …

	 

	“Do you know what an Aswang is? You see, Aswangs are these vampire witch creatures. Aswangs have pointed, rotted teeth, big bat wings, and gangly, thin, matted, black hair. Aswangs loved the darkness. Aswangs move silently, slithering just out of sight as they hunt for stupid kids like us. The thing about Aswangs is, the more you say Aswang, hell, the more you just think Aswang, the more you call an Aswang to you.”

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael seemed the most panicked, blurting, “you said it like a thousand times!”

	“Said what?” Andy played dumb. “Oh, you mean Aswang.”

	“Shut up!” Emily demanded.

	“What’s wrong with me saying Aswang?” Andy kept up.

	“Please,” Marcy stressed with obvious anxiety shaking her body.

	“It’s just part of the game,” Andy defended, though he could tell he might have taken it a step too far.

	“Still, dude,” Mark sided with the others, himself tense. “It’s not a scary story but it’s still fucking scary.”

	“Sorry,” Andy apologized. He asked sincerely because of what he had done, “Do you guys want to stop?” 

	Mark and Emily seemed okay to continue. Marcy did not want to. Though, really the decision was up to Rachael who was next.

	Rachael picked up a candle, holding it out for Andy to blow out. He did. She set it back down and began …

	 

	“I went on a date with this awkward guy one time. Right away he started telling me how much he loved me and how we belonged together. I ended things right there. He continued to stalk me until I filed a restraining order. That worked for a while. Then he died. Now, every time I’m not looking over my shoulder, I feel his hands rubbing them and him whispering in my ear, ‘I’ll always be with you.’”

	 

	 

	 

	That was pretty unsettling, especially for the girls in the group.

	Rachael blew out her candle and passed the responsibility to Mark.

	Mark …

	 

	“Whenever I look in the mirror, my reflection smiles at me, even when I’m not.”

	 

	 

	 

	“Lazy,” Emily felt the need to insult otherwise things might continue to get too serious and stressful.

	“It was,” Mark admitted, afraid to tell too terrifying a story. He blew out his candle.

	Emily’s turn. She had this story ready before Andy had made things difficult. Still, she told it …

	 

	“You don’t ever need to feel alone. I’m always with you, under your bed, in your closet, or staring at you through a window. Especially when you think you’re alone.”

	 

	 

	 

	Another candle was extinguished.

	Now Marcy had the power to bring this to an end …

	 

	“Late at Night

	You see a lady in White

	Such a scary Sight

	You take Flight

	But she gets a Bite

	Now you’re allergic to Light”

	 

	 

	 

	The poem was good, made to make light of the story that Andy had told even if taking inspiration from it. Everybody seemed to become more relaxed. She blew out her candle with collected courage.

	But now it was Andy’s turn again. There was fear of what he would come up with next …

	 

	“I remember there was this one time at a friend’s house. I had just used the bathroom and, returning to the living room, saw a strange picture of some creepy old woman on the wall in the hall. I asked him about it. He said, ‘There’s no picture in the hall. There’s a window.’”

	 

	 

	 

	“Are you a serial killer?” Mark asked.

	Andy blew out his candle and never gave an answer.

	Rachael was up again …

	 

	“After Michelle heard her dad had died, she became fragile. She dared not move for fear that if she did, a limb would fly off. But, out of concern, a friend placed a hand on her shoulder. She shattered like glass, tumbling to the floor, and literally breaking apart into jagged pieces.”

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael blew out the candle. “That makes twenty. This is getting real.”

	The declaration was shared by all of them.

	Mark was not giving up yet as he instructed, “Alright, everybody, cup both of your ears.” There was a pause wondering where this was going. “Go on,” he assured this interactiveness was part of it. “I’d like to try something with you, if you wouldn’t mind?” So, everybody covered their ears.

	 

	“Are your ears covered? Okay, do you hear that? There’s a sort of hum from the rush of blood along with the beating of your heart. Keep focusing on those sounds. Keep focusing. Keep focusing. Maybe the hum is getting louder. Now, uncup your ears,” his instruction accompanied with a gesture that they followed. “Did you hear something?” Heads shook. “Didn’t think so. Definitely not those footsteps behind you.”

	 

	 

	 

	Everybody glanced over their shoulders to see if something had approached. There was nothing but the darkness and whatever their imaginations conjured up.

	Mark was proud of himself and blew out his candle with confidence.

	Emily, the most embarrassed to be fooled by him, did give credit, “That was clever. My turn …”

	 

	“A dollar sits on the ground. Of course, a man passing by picks it up. While examining it for no reason, he finds writing on the bill. ‘Is your life worth one dollar?’ While distracted, a car hits him. The dollar falls back on the ground.”

	 

	 

	 

	“That was clever too,” Mark gave back some kindness.

	Emily smiled, happy to have the appreciation, and blew out another candle.

	“Uhm?” Rachael interrupted their moment. “I need to use the bathroom.”

	“I don’t think it’s safe to break the circle,” Andy said with consideration to the rules of the game. “Should we just stop?”

	“I don’t want to stop,” Rachael admitted. “This is really fun.”

	“Can you hold it?” Emily wondered.

	“Not for a hundred stories,” Rachael argued. “And I’ve had to go for a while. I’ll just be quick. Back before my turn.”

	“Well,” Mark had to make things difficult, “Don’t turn on any of the house lights. It’ll break the illusion.”

	“Are you serious!?” She hated that constraint. “You want me to pee in the dark?”

	“Turn on the bathroom light,” Mark allowed. “Just not the living room light or hall light.”

	Rachael grumbled. “Fine. Someone, come with me. Please.”

	“No,” Andy, Mark, and Emily did not want to leave.

	Marcy looked away guiltily. “It’s my turn.”

	“Just run,” Mark told.

	Rachael was not happy but was up from the ground and bolting away before she peed her pants.

	Then eyes fell on Marcy, ready for her to continue.

	Marcy …

	 

	“In the center of a grey canvas is a large, red splatter. The artist claims this to be his best work yet, something so true to life, a prediction of the future if you will.

	‘What’s the grey represent?’ His friend asked.

	‘The street,’ the artist explained.

	‘And the red?’

	‘You.’”

	 

	 

	 

	“Is that about the weird artist that works downtown?” Emily wondered.

	Marcy really did not know where she got the inspiration. It could have been about that man. The rumors about him were troublesome, murder being the biggest, though not proven. She blew out her candle and admitted, “I don’t know. Could be.”

	“Well,” Andy had a story, “This one is real …”

	 

	“Erik heard the front door open. He did not know who could be entering but he rushed to the bedroom. Footsteps walked through the hallway. He hid beneath the bed. Two people entered the room.

	‘Thank you for getting me home,’ a woman spoke.

	‘Of course,’ a man replied. ‘Do you want me to stay over?’

	‘No,’ she did not see the need. ‘I feel safe now that I’m here.’

	‘Okay,’ he accepted but still had a concern, ‘Just let me know if you see that Erik guy creeping around. There’s something seriously wrong with him.’”

	 

	 

	 

	“God!” Emily did remember. “What that creep from our school did.”

	“Let’s not talk about it,” Marcy shunned away from the topic. “I’m already upset that Andy brought it up.”

	“Maybe it’s upsetting to bring up,” Mark remarked, “but these stories are supposed to do that. And real events are the scariest of them all. You know …”

	 

	“After what happened with Erik, he was put in an insane asylum. Unfortunately, it burned down. A lot of the staff made it out, as did most of the patients. And most of the patients were accounted for. And the bodies that were found were identified. However, he had vanished. I bet he still wanders around Darkess, sneaking into houses, attacking unsuspecting girls while they’re alone. I wonder where Rachael is?”

	 

	 

	 

	“Was that another story?” Andy supposed.

	“Maybe it was?” Mark implied.

	“Well …” Andy picked up two candles. He blew out one for the story he had told, then held the other out for Mark. “I think we’re breaking a bunch of the rules. Something bad is going to happen.”

	Following right after the warning, there were these soft footsteps that seemed to make no sound but were somehow felt approaching from the darkness. A woman materialized yet remained just on the edge of the light to mask her features.

	The four stared intently, trying to see the person that stood before them. There was a feeling of apprehension that this might not be Rachael.

	“What?” Rachael wondered.

	“Why are you standing over there?” Emily asked irritably, feeling embarrassed by her uncertain fear.

	“Oh.” Rachael smiled wickedly. “My story will be more impactful this way.”

	“We did skip around a bit,” Andy brought up, “but I guess it is your turn.”

	Rachael …

	 

	“A group of friends was sitting around some candles when one of them wandered off to use the bathroom. A few more stories were told between those that still remained. Eventually, the other friend returned to tell her own story. The thing is, as she told the story, she stayed just far enough in the shadows that nobody could actually see her. They stared curiously wondering where this was going. Then—”

	 

	 

	 

	The toilet was heard flushing. Feet stomped quickly and Rachael emerged out of the shadows in a sprint to rejoin her friends in the circle of light, claiming loudly, “No monsters got me.”

	They all stared at her in disbelief.

	“What?” Rachael wondered why the looks.

	Then they all looked back to who they thought was Rachael. The person had never moved, but the darkness had thinned. What was thought to be shadows was now clearly dirty hair that entangled with the blackness behind her. A wide smile showed sharp teeth. A low chuckle rumbled from cracked lips. Then it sunk back into the black, vanishing.

	Screams filled the house, but no matter how loud they were, their voices seemed to be swallowed by the surrounding shadows. There was fear of leaving the safety of the circle. They were trapped in the candlelight. However, Mark acted on instinct, rushing to a light switch even if he had to leave the safety of the light. In an instant, the darkness was gone.

	“What the hell was that!?”

	“I don’t know!”

	“This is a terrible prank!”

	That claim had every one of them stare questioningly at the others. Yet, none took responsibility, and in fact, seemed to demand one of the others come clean.

	“Well?”

	“It’s Emily’s house,” Andy used that fact to shift suspicion to her.

	“Mark would be the only one that would pull that shit,” Emily shifted it again.

	“I’m not smart enough to come up with something like that,” Mark argued his incompetence.

	“I don’t care who did it,” Marcy cut in. “For all we know, it might have been real—”

	“No way,” Rachael had to deny, else the reality of such a monster meant the possible existence of boogeymen underneath beds and the creatures in closets.

	“Let’s just search the house,” Andy made the smart suggestion. “We find someone, and we know it’s a prank. We question them, and we know who’s responsible.” Sounded reasonable.

	“But what if we don’t find anybody?” That possibility was brought up, and with it, a terrifying truth.

	None disputed the question. They wanted to say how there had to be another person in the house. Unfortunately, an unexplainable feeling of paranoia had them unable to commit to the answer.

	They stuck together, not daring to break into separate groups. And in their search found no one and nothing. There would be no sleep tonight. Sleeping, in the dark and alone, would be impossible for the next few nights, the next few weeks, perhaps forever from now.


Chapter 2: Macbeth

	 

	 

	 

	Seven Years Later

	 

	A remarkable stage had been aged by the years, the wood floor having turned dark brown, and the boards no longer completely aligned. Once upon a time, the most magnificent of plays were portrayed on this grandstand. Now only a layer of dust performed in the broken spotlight.

	In the back of the playhouse was a petite young woman with locks of ginger hair that radiated like fire. She dressed simply in a grey sweater, denim jeans, and slip-on flats, yet she appeared rather sophisticated because of the professional expression on her face. She was currently working, the strap wrapped around her neck and a camera held in her hands acting as proof.

	Rachael stood in the empty audience where not even chairs remained. Looking forward at the beautiful scene made her smile. The second-floor balcony was casting a shadow on the level below, which was the area where she was standing, while light beamed from the glass ceiling onto the stage ahead like a signal of hope. It was as if she was lost between life and death and was being beckoned toward peace.

	She lifted her camera to take a picture. The lens was adjusted to focus on what she intended to snap. As the blur faded, a shape of darkness came into view. It stood in the circle of light where she was aiming.

	Taken aback, she pulled the camera just a bit from her face to look over the top. The darkness remained. After a second, she looked back through the lens. Her mouth was tightly shut as a thought passed through her mind, please don’t jump at me. She pressed the button. The shutters snapped and the shadow vanished.

	Sighing with minor relief, she hesitated for a moment before slowly lowering the camera, still expecting something to be just before her. Eyes gazing barely over the top of the camera found that there was still nothing. Completely relieved, she quickly lowered her hands and the camera to her waist. Then in the peripheral of her right eye appeared shadowy fingers stretching out from behind her, beginning to gently stroke her cheek and brush her hair back behind her ear. She stood nearly paralyzed, only her finger moving to switch the flash of the camera on. Once armed, she spun around and took the picture from her hip. The flash disintegrated the dark figure.

	She threw her fist up and shouted, “Stop bothering me!” and then lowered her stance as she mumbled to herself, “Stupid Aswang. Already back to stalking me. I just fricking got back into town.” The reality was that ever since she played ‘The Game of One Hundred Ghosts’ with her friends years back, when they were still in high school, the entity had attached itself to her and the rest of them. Unfortunately, nothing could be done about it at the moment. 

	Rachael went back to her reason for being here. Turning around, she gradually made her way down the stairs that led to an open landing where the orchestra would have performed in the past. Then crossing that area reached the stage. The platform was level to her shoulders. She removed her camera from around her neck and set it aside on top of the stage so she could pull herself up, rolling around in the dust before getting to her feet. Patting her pants down and brushing her sweater, the particles puffed off her clothes and drifted in the air, being caught in the light and showing as a thin cloud of white that lingered like a fog. Bringing a hand to her mouth, she forced a cough to clear her throat and then exhaled out her nose. The camera was left where it was placed as she moved to perform her scene.

	Just through the fog was a radiance beyond, a spotlight made from the sun that shined from above. Rachael took her place in the glow and looked out into the dark, seeing the empty aisle. Placing her arms at her side, lowering her head, and shutting her eyes, she whispered under her breath, “Macbeth.” The ritual had begun now that the accursed word had fled from her lips.

	Letting a moment pass, the bleak darkness beneath her eyelids and the unsettling silence in the abandoned theater numbed her senses. A chill crept over her skin as a cold wind swirled. Three decrepit beings appeared, surrounding her. They were so withered, their dried skin pulled taut over their boney bodies as their backs hunched and knees bent like they were shriveled. A tattered, dirty, black cloth cloaked their disgusting rotted torsos and heads, but tears in the gown showed black sores and gashes with pus oozing. Their hands were like talons, fingers curled, and nails overgrown and sharp. Their beak of a nose protruded out from the hood. Covering their faces were pulsating boils and overgrown warts. Black gummy mouths held sharp, grey teeth which there were only a few. And their eyes were hollow, empty sockets.

	Rachael dared not open her eyes, knowing the mere sight of the Witches would drive her insane. She dared not scream for her tongue would be ripped out. And she dared not run, even as the repulsive hands ran over her body and face, leaving a putrid-smelling, sticky moisture that made her want to vomit.

	She proceeded with the ritual, lifting her head with her eyes still shut and saying in a booming voice, “Angels and ministers of grace defend us.” After her words, she stood perfectly still, waiting. Her skin seemed to literally crawl over her body and tighten, beginning to squeeze her. She felt trapped in her own flesh, claustrophobic in her own body. Then the wind returned, this time as a heavy gust that slammed into her like a wall of ice. Her eyes snapped open, she spun around three times and then spat over her left shoulder. The curse she placed on herself by speaking that word, Macbeth, was now cleansed, and the Witches would grant her eternal fortune.

	This was the time to leave or suffer a truly sickening end. Rachael grabbed her camera, dropped down from the stage, and quickly made her way back up the stairs. In the doorway, she came to a stop as heat pressed on the back of her neck. Heavy breathing spewed rancid breath that made her shiver. She could sense the haunt behind her. Its hands hovered right overhead. She exhaled away her curiosity and walked forward, passing through the tattered red lobby with pulled-up carpet and peeling wallpaper, and left the theater out the doorless front entrance. She would never return.

	The chain link fence that surrounded the theater rattled as she climbed over to return to the street. She had passed the obstacle when she first came to this place, ignoring the warning signs to feed her obsession with the occult. But now, back outside in the cold weather of Fall even with a sunny sky, the barrier between her and the building stood as a guard that would keep what happened locked away.

	She breathed heavily from fear and excitement. The danger she had faced could have taken her life, but the reward for completing this undertaking gave her protection against all evils of this world. Having succeeded seemed unbelievable. Her exhilaration was overwhelming. She had to lean against the fence otherwise she might have fallen. Still her legs soon started to shake, and she slid down to sit. The crosslinking surface rubbed roughly against her back, pulling her sweater up a little and scraping her skin. The pain was ignored as she continued to smile, thinking only of what happened. The events replayed in her mind, again, and again.

	Focus eventually shifted to the camera as she thought about the pictures she had taken. So, she began looking through the recent images. The first to be viewed was the last picture taken, one that she herself had not snapped. Three black shrouds surrounded her as she held her head high while the light beamed on her position. It was quite beautiful and completely phantastic. Clicking next, her blind shot of her Aswang stalker appeared. Its shadowy arms and head extended outward as the body was being vaporized by the light, the center of the picture appearing as a dark cyclone. Another amazing, supernatural image. Clicking next again, her first picture came up. Darkness led into the light that was displayed on the stage to offer peace. However, the scene was ruined by a black shadow standing in the foreground. This one was as hoaxy feeling as the others.

	She sighed knowing that none of these pictures could be presented for artistic prowess. All would instead only sell to the local spook forums. That was what her reputation had become as a photographer. Being a conduit for the supernatural made work difficult in densely populated, superstitious places like Darkess Noir. Her pictures were always ruined by some ghost or ghoul thinking themselves a model. Only in nature and places barely touched by humans could she get unruined images worth an International Photography Award, which she did have one.

	A sudden ringing startled her back to reality. She was left confused during the transition and it took a moment before she realized what was making the sound. Searching her pocket, she pulled out her cellphone. The screen read, ‘Brother.’

	She answered, “What up, Andy?”

	He responded, “Rachael, where you at because I’ve been waiting here for almost ten minutes now.”

	“I’m just right down the road,” Rachael let him know. She stood up, slung the camera around her neck, and began to walk. “Sorry for making you wait. You should see me soon. I can already see the red umbrellas from where I’m at.”

	“Why did you want to meet out here anyway?” Andy wondered. “It’s on the outskirts of the city.”

	“Convenience,” she explained.

	“Wouldn’t it be more convenient to go to a café closer to home?” He argued.

	“For you,” she admitted, “but I had business.”

	“What business?” further explanation being needed.

	“Camera business. By the way, I see you,” she remarked over the phone when she was near enough to recognize her brother who was seated outside of a little eatery.

	Andy was a mature gentleman these days, with a tall and stocky build, dressed in a suit and tie. His black hair was well-groomed and his face cleanly shaven. The only real resembling feature between the two siblings was their honey-hazel eye color.

	Rachael raised her hand high in the air and began to wave. He caught sight of her and was not afraid to return the gesture while adding a bit more franticness as a childish tease. Other diners could not help but look at him and toward her. Of course, if he knew how to feel embarrassed, he would be more so than her who was left red in the face by the judging stares of strangers.

	When Rachael reached the table, she stood on the opposite side with a blank look, and said, “Hey. Lovely weather for mid-November.”

	“Hey hey,” Andy responded equally as non-serious. “I would agree.”

	Rachael then smiled as she set her camera down on the table, took her seat, placed her elbows on the table, and put her hands together, her fingers intertwining. “Thanks for meeting me here. I know it’s out of the way from your office. So, I’m really appreciative.”

	“Don’t worry,” he returned to a casual tone. “Of course, I came. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen my little sister—”

	“I’m older,” Rachael corrected.

	“Are you?” He acted genuinely surprised. “It just doesn’t feel that way to me.”

	“You still act like a child—” she playfully accused.

	But he was quick to counter with, “You still believe in magic.”

	Rachael had no response because he was not wrong.

	Afraid he might have offended her with his last comment, he moved the subject along, speaking in his casual yet adult manner, “I do have to get back to work in the next fifty minutes, so I have thirty of those to spend with you.”

	“So that’s all the time we have? Let’s make the most of it, I guess.”

	“Not planning on staying around too long?” Andy assumed from how she said what she said.

	“You know I don’t like being in Darkess for too long,” she answered.

	“Alright,” he accepted without argument. “Now, there’s no need to keep talking about when you’re leaving. Let’s talk about what you’ve been up to. It’s been a long time since we’ve actually been together. Where do we even start?”

	“Six months isn’t that long,” Rachael felt. “Though, I guess a lot happened in that time. How is the new Missus Liminal?”

	“My wife’s good,” Andy smirked at his own words.

	Rachael was even giddier with the implication, smiling widely. “I’m so happy for you!” A frown then followed. “I’m so sorry I missed your wedding.”

	“I know. You called me and told me several times how sorry you were. I also got your texts, letters, and emails. It’s not the biggest deal.”

	“It is a big deal!” She impulsively shouted. Her outburst brought sudden embarrassment. She lowered her head and looked at the others who were seated around, a few of which were glancing over out the corner of their eyes. Shaking her head to get rid of the humiliation, she continued with her insinuation, but speaking calmer, “Your wedding was a big deal. Everybody was there except for me.”

	“You travel a lot as a photographer,” he gave an excuse for her. “By the way, how were the Marshall Islands?”

	“Screw the Marshall Islands!” She enunciated loudly but made sure not to shout this time. “Well? Don’t. Was amazing. But while I was off …” looking for the words.

	“Having fun,” Andy plugged in his own thoughts of her career.

	“Yes, it’s enjoyable,” she confessed. “But because of it, I’ve become pretty disconnected.”

	“You keep in contact all the time,” he again argued in her favor.

	“Even so, I missed your wedding. I missed …” she paused at the cheerless thought, “I missed mom and dad’s funeral.”

	The waitress approached the table without knowing what was said, not even realizing that Rachael had only been sitting for a few minutes and did not even have a menu, but simply gave the spiel, “Hi, I’m Anna. I will be your server today. Start you off with waters?”

	Andy flared his nose, frustrated by the intrusion, but remained his likable self as he quickly ordered to get her gone, “Sure, but also, I’m good to order.”

	“Of course,” said cheerfully enough.

	“I’d like tea to drink and a pork sandwich to eat.”

	Then attention was placed on Rachael. She scowled. She did not ever get the chance to know what she wanted, but not wanting to be a bother, she just said, “Same.”

	The waitress jotted down the order on her pad, took the singular menu, and gave an “Alright then” before leaving.

	Staring straight at Rachael, Andy returned to the previous conversation with a harsh, “Shit happens. And if you don’t like it, then stay and be a photographer in the city.”

	“I can’t,” she blatantly rejected the idea.

	“Why?” he pressured but his expression already revealed that he knew.

	She felt at odds explaining, saying, “You know.”

	“Please don’t mean that superstitious stuff.” He sighed with disappointment but did have a sympathetic look.

	“Ghosts cling to me when I’m here,” she spoke openly.

	Andy grabbed his brow, covering his eyes with his hand, then pinch the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. He sighed and gave the same look again. “What were you doing before meeting me?”

	“Do you want to know?” Her question was pretty much an answer.

	“Just tell me.”

	“I took a few pictures and …” not feeling fully comfortable talking about her beliefs with her no longer believing brother, she said anyway, “then I did the Macbeth ritual.”

	“What is that?” he continued probing. “Is it like when you broke grandma’s antique mirror—”

	“The Dark Reflection Ritual,” she specified.

	“—saying it would cleanse you of all your bad luck?”

	Rachael bobbed her head side to side, saying sheepishly, “yes.”

	“Mom wasn’t happy about that but chalked it up to a rebellious teenage phase.”

	Rachael became coy, then sprung with energy when she realized, “BUT! But. I have proof.” She handed over her camera.

	Andy took a look at her proof. The expression on his face showed his unchanging opinion. “Just looks like your camera’s broken.”

	“Well—” she started just to be interrupted.

	The waitress returned with “Here’s your tea and waters.”

	“Thank you,” the siblings said together, Andy showing his gratitude as Rachael seemed to only say the words to say the words.

	The woman left.

	Rachael went back to explain, “They only look like shadowy blotches because you believe that they are blotches. You know what they say, seeing is believing. Well, the opposite is just as true.”

	“So, if I think they’re ghosts, then they will be ghosts?” His question was filled with skepticism.

	“I’m saying that you can’t see ghosts and don’t have interactions with them because you don’t believe anymore. Instead, they just appear as something you can explain. But remember when we were in high school? You still remember that experience.”

	“Sure, I do,” he recalled. “One of you played a prank on the rest of us and still, to this day, insist that there was a ghost. I’m actually impressed by your commitment—”

	“I’m impressed by your obliviousness,” she jabbed.

	He continued on, “So, tell me about the ritual you just did. First off, what does it do?”

	“It gives me eternal fortune,” she answered simply.

	“Isn’t that what you just said about your mirror ritual?”

	“No,” she disagreed. “The mirror ritual got rid of all my bad energy. There’s a difference between having good luck and not having bad luck.”

	“Sure, I get it,” he did and did not. “So, what if I did the ritual?”

	“Like I said,” she reiterated, “if you don’t believe, then nothing will happen. You won’t have to deal with the dangerous challenges, and you won’t receive any of the rewards.”

	After a short pause, Andy said, “Okay,” to end the squabbling as he threw his hands up as if he was physically admitting defeat, and then changed the subject. “How long will you be in the city?”

	Rachael sighed at her brother’s avoidance but gave an answer to his question, “I’ll be leaving the day after tomorrow.”

	“Where you heading next?”

	“Unalaska Island,” she gave. “An Alaskan Island, if the name wasn’t clear enough.”

	“Sounds cold.”

	“Maybe for you,” she bantered. “I’ve never really been affected by temperature. All I know is that it will be beautiful and isolated.”

	“You’ve never really liked being around people,” he assumed.

	“It’s not people I have a problem with. I don’t like being in places with lots of people. I …” she stopped herself from talking about her spirituality and went with, “It makes me feel uncomfortable being surrounded by so many strangers.”

	“Isn’t everybody a stranger though, no matter where you go?” he disputed.

	“Sure,” she agreed. “But it’s easier to get to know the few people of a small community than it is to just know one person who you might never see again because they get lost among the other thousands.”

	“True,” he had to admit. “That being the case, you should stay at my place until you leave. You can finally meet my wife. She’s part of the family now, our small community.”

	“Since you’re offering, how can I refuse? By the way, didn’t you move?”

	“Yes,” he answered. “Shortly after the wedding, Olive and I moved into a new condo together. It’s in the middle of downtown, the new building they just refurbished. I don’t know how comfortable you’d feel there, but you’re always welcome.”

	“What’s your address?” she asked.

	“So, you’re definitely coming over?” He was happy to hear. “I’ll make sure to tell Olivia. The complex is called Clearpoint and is on Main and Cherry St. You’ll love her when you meet her.”

	“Well, if I do come over,” she was making clear her stay was still not determined, “I’ll be coming over a bit later. I have to meet up with Emily while I’m here.”

	Andy smiled at that.

	“What?” Rachael smiled at his smile but did not know why they were smiling.

	“I won’t say. Just ask Emily.”

	Rachael knew there was no prying information from her most trustworthy brother. So, she just accepted without a fight, “Fine, I’ll do that.”

	“So how late are we talking?” Andy returned to the time.

	“Nine-ish,” she guest, “but no later than ten, if that’s alright?”

	“That should be okay,” he had no problem. “I’ll make sure to let her know. And it looks like our food is here.” He clearly saw the waitress approaching with a basket in both her hands that contained a sandwich and a side of fries.

	Arriving at the table, she placed the meals down in front of Andy and Rachael, smiling and saying, “I hope you enjoy.”

	Andy rubbed his hands together and stared with hungry eyes. “Let’s eat.”

	Rachael looked at the food, dissatisfied that she never got an actual choice of what she wanted. “Don’t tip well,” she told Andy in a resenting tone. She picked her sandwich up and bit into it. Delicious but unwanted.


Chapter 3: Friend or Foe

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael stood outside Emily’s home; a canal house built with red brick. The front was skinny, being only wide enough for a white door and a window with a foot of spacing between the two. However, the building’s width was three times longer, and the structure stood two stories with an attic. There was a deceptive amount of space. Similar houses were built adjoined alongside this one.

	Rachael stepped up the short stair to be on the stoop in front of the door. She raised her hand with her fingers curled in a loose fist so as to knock softly. After knuckles rapped, she waited for a few minutes, hands held behind her back, looking nowhere in particular. But then, after remembering why she had come here, she looked over her shoulder to check for the stalking Aswang. It was nowhere in sight but was around. Its presence could be felt as a cold chill that ran down the spine. Skin tingled and hairs stood on end.

	The few people walking on the sidewalk turned up the collars on their coats, blew hot breath into their hands, and wrapped their arms around themselves to try and warm up. They simply thought it was the weather since, even though the sun floated high overhead and beamed on the city, it was not that uncommon to feel a chill in early Fall.

	The frame gave a loud pop as the old door was opened. Rachael’s attention was brought back by the sound. There stood a man with pale skin, glasses, and fluffy hair, who was dressed in slacks and a flannel shirt. She looked at him with confusion.

	He said, “Excuse me,” stepped passed her, and left down the street.

	Rachael could not help following him with her gaze.

	“Rachael?” A woman called in a fair voice.

	Rachael turned back again to see, “Emily!” exclaimed joyously.

	Emily Adams was tall which emphasized the power in her appearance. Her beautiful emerald eyes held the wisdom of things beyond sight. A river of straight, black hair, tucked back by a bandana, flowed down to her hips like water in the night. She dressed in a white tank top and tight, black jeans. Phenomenal jewels decorated her. Plenty of gem-encrusted rings fit most of her fingers and a few of her toes. Gauges and other rings styled her ears. A black ring pierced the center of her lower lip.

	The two embraced, Rachael a head shorter.

	“It’s good to see you back in town,” Emily happily exclaimed. “Though, I had a feeling you were. How have things been?”

	“Marshall Island was beautiful,” Rachael answered right away. “None of the spooky cursed human creatures. Just lots of natural spirits. How about you?”

	“Simple,” Emily had nothing to brag about. “Without you, I have very few exciting jobs. Mostly readings. But we’ll talk more inside. Come in.”

	Emily stepped into the house and Rachael followed, but not before taking her shoes off in the foyer. The two then walk down the hallway passed the stairs on the left and the doorway to the living room on the right to reach two doors at the end of the hall. One led to the dining room. The other had hanging beads and smoke spilling from within which concealed what was inside. The beads rattled as they were pushed aside, the smoke swirled around them as they entered, and the smell of sage was thick in the back room.

	In the very center of the room was a table covered by purple drapery, with a crystal ball placed on top, and two chairs sitting across from each other. The walls were lined with shelves that held an assortment of oddities. There were various types of bones from various types of animals, numerous jars of herbs, roots, fungus, minerals, feathers, several dolls, and some knives, daggers, and other sharp objects. One shelf consisted entirely of books that ranged from normal, to luxurious, to those bound in strange materials. And dozens of candles, most of which were lit, were placed on any available surface, dripping their wax. So much strangeness along with low lighting hid the fact that this was, in fact, the kitchen.

	Rachael took the seat closest.

	Emily picked the crystal ball off the table and placed it on the shelf knowing full well that it was more or less a simple prop and would not be needed. Then she began to look over the other contents as she pondered and asked, “What have you done since you got back?”

	“Well …” Rachael hesitated in saying, knowing she would get another scolding, “the first stop I made was to the old playhouse.”

	“Another ritual?” Emily assumed, looking over her shoulder with a disappointed yet sympathetic expression.

	“Don’t give me that look,” Rachael playfully argued. “My brother already gave me the same stare, but at least he just thinks I’m crazy.”

	“And I know you’re crazy,” Emily reprimanded just as playfully. “You really like to play with fire.”

	“Coming from the Witch who casts dangerous spells,” Rachael disputed.

	“You know as well as I do that Spell Craft is a lot safer than Ritual Craft,” Emily quickly compared. “I don’t have to rely on the entities I interact with being good by random chance. I get to know beforehand and can be prepared. Unlike you who doesn’t get that luxury most of the time. If you’re not careful, you could lose your life or your soul like …” gloom filled in the end of her unfinished sentence.

	Rachael knew who Emily was talking about, what she was going to say, and assured, “That’s why I waited until I came back from Marshall Island.”

	“So, you met with their local shamans?” Emily presumed, seeming to forget what she had been lingering on.

	“I did,” Rachael confirmed confidently. “I still feel I need more lessons from other masters of magic, but I’m certain in my ability to handle whatever I end up summoning.”

	“At least I can start to rest easier now,” Emily expressed her relief. “Your Witch’s path always worried me. I don’t want to lose another friend to the darkness …” thinking again about what she had been thinking before.

	“What about you?” Rachael changed the subject once more. “You’ve read the books and searched the internet, but have you ever considered getting training from a master?”

	“That would require me to leave the city and, unlike you who left the moment she turned eighteen, I’m happy here,” Emily assured. She finally finished collecting the items and returned to the table. Then said, looking Rachael directly in the eyes as emphasis, “I’m happy with my skills and my abilities. It’s not like magic really matters anymore in the modern era.”

	“I don’t hate the city—” Rachael began to clarify.

	“I know the real reason why you don’t like staying around for long,” Emily quickly retracted her accusation. “You’re pretty much a conduit for all ghosts and alike in the area now. By the way?”

	“Yes,” Rachael answered. “The Aswang attached to me again. I was hoping you would provide me with a cleansing.”

	“Of course, I can,” Emily already knew that was one of the reasons for this visit. “Though, I don’t know why you feel the need to do this anymore. The cleansing is only ever temporary. She always reattaches herself every time you return.”

	“I wish she wouldn’t,” Rachael complained.

	“It’s not by her choice, you realize that?” Emily enlightened. “That game we played as kids ended up being some weird ritual that bound her to the five of us.”

	“Thanks to Andy’s dumb story,” Rachael interjected her blame. “I showed him one ghost from my Mythical Monsters Guidebook, and he curses us all. And he doesn’t even have to live with the consequences because he has so little belief left that he’s unaffected by the supernatural.”

	“Lucky? Maybe?” Emily considered otherwise. “Surprisingly, the Aswang’s not that big of a deal for any of us. Honestly, she’s rather nice for being what she is. And it was thanks to her, or at least that event, that our magic was unlocked.”

	“Wow,” Rachael was speaking sarcastically, “sounds like you two are close friends now.”

	“I am her friend,” Emily specifically stated. “I’ve been her friend for many years now. I told you all this before.”

	“I thought you were joking,” Rachael became suddenly worried. “Wait? You didn’t give her your name, did you?”

	Emily gave a look as if being asked something unnecessary. “She’s been attached to us for seven years. She knows our names. Anyway, you should try to get to know her. It’s about time you put all your disdain aside.”

	“Sounds like you two have become very close,” Rachael said in a jealous sort of manner.

	“I’ve been taking my time getting to know her ever since she attached to us,” Emily admitted. “Unlike you who runs away at the very sight, only coming back to the city a few days out of the year, never even giving her a chance.” 

	“Well, I …” Rachael came up with an excuse, “I have attachment issues.”

	“Maybe you should let her stay attached this time?” Emily suggested. “You have your brother and your friends, but you don’t have that special someone who’s by your side no matter where you go.”

	“And you think a spirit could fill that role?” Rachael shook her head and smiled as if hearing a not-so-funny joke.

	“I’m pretty sure you’ll never find that person because you don’t want to,” Emily said bluntly. “The Aswang could just go with you, so you have someone. It’ll be a little less lonely that way.”

	“I’m fine being alone,” Rachael stressed.

	“She’s helped me a few times,” Emily continued her persuasion. “Just try asking her for something.”

	Rachael paused to seriously consider the idea but preferred, “Can we just do the cleansing?”

	Emily sighed but did not argue any further as she began to arrange the already set-out items. The bayberry candle was placed in the center of the table and the wick lit. Papyrus, an ancient type of paper, was given to Rachael along with an antique well pen. Two uncut, cloudy quartz crystals were also set in front of her. The last item was a small bundle of cedar kept by Emily.

	Rachael looked at the items and assessed right away, “A Mid Moon Ritual.”

	“It’s more effective when cleansing spirits for a short time,” Emily explained.

	Rachael knew that, and she also knew, “And a lot less painful to the spirit. You really have a soft spot for the Aswang.”

	“She’s a good listener,” Emily justified. “What can I say?”

	Rachael looked at the piece of paper curiously. She was supposed to write down that which needed to be released, always putting ‘evil spirit.’ However, “You wouldn’t happen to know the Aswang’s name?”

	“I’m not giving you her name so you can permanently banish her,” Emily stated.

	“Wouldn’t that be good for all of us?” Rachael brought into consideration.

	“She trusted me enough to give me her name,” Emily defended. “I’m not breaking that. And she’s not evil, just sad. Probably why putting ‘evil spirit’ never worked that well.”

	Rachael got the idea and wrote ‘sad spirit’ this time.

	Emily took offense to what was written and spoke up, “If you really want her gone, why don’t you do it yourself?” 

	“I would if I could,” Rachael blatantly admitted. 

	“You’ve cast demons back to their realities where they came from,” Emily recounted. “Far more than anything I’m capable of. And far more than what the Aswang qualifies as.”

	“Because the Aswang is bound to all five of us,” Rachael explained. “We would all need to be cleansed. But apparently, I’m the only one who wants that. And the only way one of us could banish her by ourselves would be with the use of her name, which you won’t give me.”

	Emily passive-aggressively said nothing in response and began to burn the cedar with the open flame of the candle which was the beginning step of the ritual.

	“I’m sorry if I offended you,” Rachael sincerely meant. “I’ve just seen the worst side of the spirit world and I don’t trust even the kindest of human spirits. I’m surprised you do since you’ve seen the same.”

	“I’ve seen the worst sides of a person, not a spirit,” Emily corrected. Then she brought up the topic that was being avoided, “Are you going to see Marcy tomorrow?”

	“I am,” Rachael answered. “Do you want to come with me? I think you should.”

	“No,” Emily answered without a second thought, she even had a warning, “And you shouldn’t go either. She’s a lost cause.”

	“I don’t think that,” Rachael calmly protested. “But I don’t blame you for thinking that.”

	“You’re wondering how I can trust a spirit more than I can a former friend, right?” Emily sadly assumed.

	“I’m not,” Rachael did sympathize with Emily. “You lost something precious because of her while the Aswang has done nothing wrong to you. I understand why you can’t forgive her and why you’ve started to trust the spirit. You’re in a similar situation as me. Hopefully, because of this parallel, you can understand my side of things.”

	“I guess I do.”

	“You know,” Rachael seemed to begin scheming, her tone softening and becoming cautious, “if we had a Trinity, we could possibly get back what was taken.”

	Emily immediately looked offended by the implication. “There is no Trinity because that would require three Witches who trust each other, a sisterhood. There’s only two of us now. And I will never forgive Marcy. I can’t. Not even if what she did could be reversed by working together. But the reason you’re bringing this up isn’t for my sake. I know you have something you want that only the power of a Trinity can provide. You’re acting like you want to help me when you only want to help yourself. Let’s change the subject before you make me hate you, too.”

	“I guess I should be apologizing this time,” Rachael practically confessed.

	Emily waited.

	“I’m sorry,” Rachael gave. “You’re right. I’m just being selfish. I shouldn’t be pressuring you. Worse actually, I’m trying to take advantage of your loss. Maybe I should go for now?”

	Emily did not seem to make a move to stop Rachael.

	Rachael understood and began to get up from the chair.

	“Wouldn’t be the first time,” Emily finally spoke which stopped Rachael in place. “Just the worst time. Let’s move on. We’ve got to finish the ritual.”

	“Thank you,” Rachael humbly expressed.

	Emily quietly began to reburn the cedar that had gone out when they had gotten lost in the conversation. Rachael understood that was her cue to take hold of the two crystals in each hand and stare intently at the candle flame. Emily then started tracing over Rachael’s form. Periodically, Emily would relight the cedar when the bundle stopped smoking. Together they chanted words of power that could be felt charging the air with energy …

	 

	“To the family, to the friend, to the foster, to the forefather.

	 

	“I bid you farewell, farewell, go back to where you dwell, whether that be Heaven or Hell.

	 

	“To the stranger, to the squandered, to the sorrowful, to somebody.

	 

	“I have heard you lie, listened to you cry, gave empathy a try, but I must say goodbye.

	 

	“To the deviant, to the degenerate, to the deranged, to the demon.

	 

	“I tire of this row, now know no, I demand that you go, back to the place down below.”

	 

	 

	The light from the candle burned brighter, making the smoke more like a white mist that deepened the mysticism surrounding them. Then the smoke turned black like soot as negative energy was absorbed before quickly dispersing. All that remained for Rachael to do was burn the piece of paper. Yet, she did not immediately do so.

	Rachael looked at what she had written, and, after an unexpected change of heart, she asked, “Can I get a new one?”

	“That stuff’s expensive,” Emily nagged with a smile because she was actually happy at the request.

	When given a new piece, Rachael just wrote ‘Aswang.’ The cleansing would be weaker due to the lack of details, though, still strong enough to keep the spirit at bay until she left where she could not be followed. Burning the paper until nothing but ashes remained sealed the magic and brought the ritual to an end.

	“There you go,” Emily declared. “You are cleansed. I’d say you got a month. So, by the next time you come back. You know the drill.”

	“I do,” Rachael was as aware. “Okay, to change the subject and get away from this supernatural stuff for now, Andy smiled at me weirdly during lunch when I mentioned you. He didn’t say why, just asked me to ask you. So, what is it?”

	Emily gave a small smile that cracked through her disposition. She held up the back of her hand to display her many rings. Among them was one unlike the rest, far less flamboyant, an engagement ring. 

	“Mark proposed!” Rachael said excitedly.

	“He did, that idiot.” Emily gave an endearing look as she stared at the ring.

	“I’m so excited for you two!”

	A couple of hours passed as Rachael and Emily continued to converse about the simple things that did not matter much but would always be what was remembered. Following after, they shared the new experiences of their life. Then they got caught up speaking of the past, the good and the bad, about the things that had changed and the things that seemed would never change. The talk shifted lastly to the future to wonder where things were going seeing as, though still young adults, those in the group were already getting married, already owned a home, already found a career.

	Eventually, Rachael made her leave to finish a few more errands that needed to be done before she could head out on her next trip.

	Emily waited by the front door after the goodbyes and hugs. She was now alone and feeling at peace. Yet, the empty house, calm and quiet, did not stay that way for more than a minute. Television dialogue and background noise became uninvited company coming from the living area. She went to investigate.

	The pale Aswang was sitting fetal in an accent armchair, watching the screen with an apathetic expression. Spanish blood in the body of an Asian woman made her appearance distinguished. Her eyes, irises red as blood, were strikingly beautiful in how they held respect. Yet, she was short in stature and appeared fragile. Her pitch-black hair draped over her face looking partly ghoulish and partly like an awkward introvert. Fittingly, she wore a long, white nightgown.

	“Why do you look annoyed?” Emily asked.

	Silence was the response.

	“Ligaya?” Emily coaxed.

	“… You called me a sad spirit,” Ligaya, the Aswang, complained.

	“You know as well as I do that I didn’t mean anything bad when I said that,” Emily identified, “which means you’re pouting because of another reason.”

	After another prolonged sulk, Ligaya admitted, “It’s the same reason as it’s always been. I dislike sitting in the shadows just because she can’t tolerate me.”

	“I do wish she would come around,” Emily sided.

	“It’s been seven years,” Ligaya gave support to the thought.

	“Well,” Emily knew that was not a good reason, “she’s never around long enough to get to know you. Though, I guess it’s fair to say she hasn’t really tried in the past. But,” continuing to go back and forth, “I understand her reservations since she’s had to deal with most of the worst spirits out there.”

	“Thanks for being so flip-floppy,” the sarcasm was obvious.

	“Sorry,” Emily was apologetic. “She’s my friend so I want to give her the benefit of the doubt.”

	“It’s fine,” Ligaya acted as if she understood but was clearly disappointed. “She was your first friend after all.”

	“Don’t be like that,” Emily felt offended.

	A regretful silence followed.

	Emily sighed because she knew this drama was actually because, “You really do want her to be your friend, too.”

	“Why would I want to be friends with that loner,” Ligaya projected. “While the rest of us have stayed here in the city, she’s gone off on her own. She missed Andy’s wedding. She’s definitely going to miss yours, too.”

	That was a sign that things would turn into an unneeded argument if they kept going the way they were. Before that happened, the issue was dropped for something more casual. “What are we watching?” Emily asked as she took a seat on the couch.

	“Just some reality tv.”


Chapter 4: Fun and Games

	 

	 

	 

	The Clearpoint complex was a remarkable piece of gentrification among the old buildings of brick-and-mortar that made up most of downtown. Many stood two stories, some three, a few even more, while this building stood among the very few tallest at ten stories. This place was located perhaps in the perfect spot. Being on the main street, across the bridge that led to the West Side, by the only grocery store in the area, and next to Municipal Lake and park, everything was close. There was even a ramen shop on the bottom floor.

	Rachael did remember this building. However, the last time she was in Darkess, over the years, in fact, this was nothing more than a dilapidated structure that was once a hotel from decades back. Guess they finally did something with it.

	Being here now, Rachael realized that she did not know which floor or unit her brother lived on and in. She texted Andy, [What number is your condo?]

	The response was rather quick, indicating, [#303], followed by another text, [You’re a lot earlier than you said. It’s only six.]

	She responded, [The meeting with the publisher was short.] [Hope that’s not a problem.]

	[I’m not home], he explained. [But it should be fine.] [Actually, I might be a little late getting home. Let Olive know.] [Thanks.]

	Rachael wondered why she needed to be the messenger when he could as easily text his wife. But time was not wasted by getting annoyed and arguing since doing as asked was just as easy for her. She just responded with a [Sure.]

	Now having the information, her phone was put away and she approached the switchboard by the entrance door. The three-zero-three button, when pressed, rang like a modulated buzzer.

	The communication channel linked with a slight static and a woman, Olivia, answered with a simple question, “Hello?”

	“Hey,” Rachael started, “It’s Andy’s sister. I hope he mentioned I was coming over.”

	“Oh, Rachael,” Olivia was aware. “Yeah, he said you were. I’ll buzz the door. But he’s not home yet.”

	“I know,” Rachael remarked. “I was just texting with him, and he said he was going to be late tonight.”

	“Another busy day at work,” Olivia could not help from commenting. “Alright, I’m getting the door.”

	A similar buzz let know that the door was unlocked for the moment and Rachael went into the building. The small lobby had little style to impress, just a foggy blue and beige rug and a couple of hanging light fixtures, along with a couple of amenities, the mail cubbies, and a bench for sitting. Minimalism was the modern design. Right next to the front entrance was a door that led to the management office. On the far end were the elevator and a stairwell.

	Rachael took the elevator to the third floor. The hall was as minimalistic as the lobby having the same carpet and lighting, but also having windows at each end. There were six units per level making the search for a particular condo easy. She made her way to three-zero-three, knocked, and was received right away.

	On the other side of the opened door was who else but Olivia. She was a beautiful brunette with beautiful brown skin and striking brown eyes emphasized by sharp eyebrows. She smiled brightly while she spoke, “Rachael? Nice to meet you. I’m Olivia.”

	“Thanks for having me,” Rachael showed gratitude.

	“You don’t have any stuff with you?” Olivia wondered when seeing Rachael with only a camera and the clothes on her back.

	“I left everything in my car,” Rachael explained. “I didn’t know if I should bring it up or not seeing as I’m only going to be here pretty much just at night, and I’ll be leaving early the day after tomorrow.”

	“No shower?” Olivia earnestly questioned. “No changing of clothes? During your whole stay?”

	“I guess I could do both of those,” Rachael seemed to have just realized. “I’m so used to backpacking and living in the wilderness, I barely remember those are options once I’m back in society.”

	“Andrew did mention you were an avid traveler,” Olivia recalled. “Must be fun getting to see so much of the world.”

	Before Rachael could answer the question, she felt curiously compelled by “Andrew? Sounds so weird hearing his name said like that.”

	“Does it?” Olivia pondered. “I got to know him as Andrew before Andy, so that’s what sounds the most normal. But I did notice all his friends do call him Andy.”

	“I wonder when he started using his full name?” Rachael began to think for no real reason.

	Olivia answered, “I had to ask him that myself once. He said it looked better on resumés.”

	“That’s all?” Seemed too simple an explanation. “But that makes sense. No matter how immature he can act, he’s smart enough to know when to be responsible. He was smart enough to choose an office job over chasing a dream like I did. There’s always a warm place to sleep. Food is freshly cooked. And he probably isn’t that alone most of the time.”

	Olivia heard what Rachael had to say but what was seen in Rachael’s elated expression told something different that was brought to attention, “Sounds like you love what you do.”

	Rachael smiled even wider than she had been without realizing it. “Absolutely.”

	“You know,” Olivia could not help but say, “No matter how difficult life gets, I’ve never heard a person actually regret chasing their dreams, even if they failed. The only people that complain are the ones that never even try.”

	“What about you?” Rachael asked. “Are you living your dream?”

	“I don’t know,” Olivia said right away. Then she had to clarify, “Well, I wouldn’t know where to begin. My job is whatever. I don’t love it. I don’t hate it. It pays well, and I could do it for the rest of my life. This city is whatever, and I could say the same. The thing is, I don’t know what else I would do or where else I would go if given the chance. I really don’t want anything more. I have a comfortable life, and I’m married to a wonderful man, and we’ll eventually sell this place to buy a house in a few years and have some kids. So, I’m content with my life. Maybe I am living my dream?”

	“I believe you are,” Rachael acknowledged. “I like to think of success as either achieving everything you want or achieving nothing at all. The nothing, by the way, is not a bad thing. It’s like living life like a monk. There is no grand objective, and you can be at peace not needing to chase something. Instead, you settle in life. And, again, settle is not a bad thing.”

	“I like how you describe it.” Olivia felt comforted. “I’m guessing you’re trying to achieve everything then?”

	“I already did,” Rachael bragged. “Now the rest is … what’s the phrase? Cake? Dessert? In any case, there’s nothing more that I want to achieve.”

	“You already reached your dreams, and you’re not even thirty,” Olivia was impressed. 

	“You got married, and you’re a couple of years younger than me,” Rachael compared. “How is being married to my brother by the way?”

	“The greatest,” Olivia expressed. “I want to be with him for the rest of my life.”

	“That’s what marriage is for,” Rachael pointed out before saying more seriously, “You two will be.” Then her superstitious side had her critique, “And say, ‘I will be with him for the rest of my life,’ instead. Words have a certain power, whether you believe it or not.”

	“Being certain with what I say makes certain it comes true,” Olivia understood what Rachael was getting at.

	Rachael felt surprised at first followed by quickly being discouraged. “That’s exactly right. I should have assumed you would know. It’s common knowledge nowadays. Every self-help book and internet psychologist give this lesson at least once. And I’m just over here being that weird nag.”

	“I’m not going to argue that everybody that’s trying to give life lessons has said this,” Olivia playfully teased. “And I’m not going to argue that you were just now being one of those people. But I learned the lesson back during my edgy high school days.”

	Rachael was surprised once again but this time became excited with curiosity, “Were you into Wicca?”

	“I was,” Olivia admitted. “But weren’t we all? Your brother brought a few stories up about you. Kind of why I’m mentioning it now.”

	“I guess you’re not wrong,” Rachael recognized. “However, it wasn’t just a phase for me. I’m still very much a Witch.”

	“Like you cast spells and believe in crystals?”

	“Depends on the crystal.” Rachael had to assert immediately as she pointed with both hands in akimbo, then clarified, clenching fists to her chest as she hoped to get her point across, “Now, very importantly, modern medicine works far better than any home remedies or incantations. Whenever I say I’m a Witch, I get the ‘oh, you’re an anti-vaxxer’ look. I’m not. Vaccines are necessary. Magic and science can co-exist …” she waited to get confirmation.

	Olivia was respectfully listening, smile on her face, and head nodding along.

	“I don’t cast many spells,” Rachael explained. “I don’t know if Andy mentioned our friend Emily. Emily is more into Spell Craft. I’m more about performing rituals.”

	Huh. Olivia seemed interested in this talk, her wide-eyed expression a clear sign. It was like she was being brought back to the days when she was younger. She could not hold back her reignited interest, “Could we perform a ritual then?”

	“You would really want to perform a ritual?” Rachael did not expect the request.

	“I think this would be something fun to do while we wait for Andrew to get back from work,” Olivia said. “Honestly, I always loved the craft. But I didn’t have any friends when I was in high school. Actually, I was made fun of for being the weird girl. That’s probably why I stopped once I grew up. I’m actually feeling kind of sad realizing I lost my passion because of what others said and did. But I’m also kind of happy now because this is something I would have wanted to do with other girls.” She wiped the wetness from her eye.

	“Okay then,” Rachael could not agree fast enough. “I know a few simple ones that are guaranteed to work and won’t be dangerous.”

	 

	 

	 

	Andy sat at his desk, finishing up the final labors on his computer so he could go home. He should have been done on time as always, remarkable at time management. However, ever since lunch, every so often, he would find himself idle in his chair.

	He could not help wondering why his sister was still so obsessed with spirits, and even more so, her fascination with conducting supernatural rituals. It made sense when they were kids. He himself had indulged in the fantasy after all. And even still loving such things was not a problem. But truly believing in them now as adults seemed thoughtless. That would be like believing quicksand was a real danger. Obviously, as kids, such a hazard was exaggerated and was believed to affect everybody at least once when, in fact, it probably would never be an issue. Then again, maybe that was just his own problem. The world did still very much love and believe in magic, no matter how many people would say otherwise.

	A recollection came. There was a documentary drama that Olivia had shown interest in a month back that the two of them watched together. What started out as a true crime series soon became something more supernatural. Out of curiosity, he procrastinated a bit to look up what the show was. Then he procrastinated a bit more to look up the ritual that was mentioned in the series. He discovered ‘The Elevator Game.’ He read the rules and the payoff and was left wondering why.

	Back to work, he put in his final lines of code for the day and gave a sigh of relief. Now he could leave. Closing up his cubical and shutting down his computer, he clocked out a little later than he usually would have.

	In the elevator, about to be heading down, Andy thought back to the ritual he had looked up online. A part of him wanted to try it. He decided against the idea. He was already late, and he did not want to be even later by doing something that he did not believe in.

	He pressed the button for the ground floor and reach the level shortly. He got to his car and was able to leave without traffic since most workers from around the area had already left. The drive to get home was no more than five minutes since he both lived and worked downtown.

	In the lobby of the Clearpoint complex, standing before another elevator, Andy was given a second chance. He stepped into the metal lift alone. This was how it should be when starting the ritual. His finger hovered over the number three button. If he was to play ‘The Elevator Game,’ the first button to press would be the number four. After waiting half a minute, his curiosity got the better of him and he decided to try. If anybody got on with him while he was making the attempt, then he would end things there and stop getting distracted.

	He pressed floor four. His immediate thought was how absurd he was being. But that was not actually out of character.

	The complete sequence of floors went four, two, six, two, ten, five which he had easily remembered. Once reaching the fourth floor, he then pushed the second. From the second, he pushed the sixth, reached the floor, and went back to the second. Nobody had yet to interrupt his attempt, and he wondered if he really was going to complete the full ritual. He wondered if he really would end up in a different dimension. Probably not. But when he told his sister what he had done, she would be amused at least.

	Upon reaching the second floor for the second time, Andy had his first odd experience. The doors opened quieter than the other times before. A certain type of silence seemed to enter from the other side. He became acutely aware of the noises he made, his breathing and the brushing of fabric as he moved the slightest bit. As he listened, he thought that he might be hearing something more, someone else. There might have been a voice coming from outside the elevator. What was said was undeterminable. He leaned out and looked down both sides of the hall. There was nobody there. The sounds must have been a fabrication from paranoia since he was beginning to feel unsettled the more he continued.

	He continued even still, pressing the tenth-floor button and ascended. The doors opened to nobody. He pressed the fifth-floor button and descended. This time, the doors opened and there stood an old woman. He vaguely remembered the warning from the ritual that a person might enter at this point, but he was not that concerned. Though her face was hidden beneath the wide brim of her hat, he recognized her as Miss Claudrie from the fifth floor. They would talk sometimes in passing. This time, however, they did not speak as she got on. That was odd since she was a talker.

	Andy decided that the experiment was over. He had said from the beginning that if someone was to join him then he would stop. That just happened. So, instead of pressing the button for the tenth floor, the one he should press to complete the ritual, he pressed the button for the third, the one he lived on. They descended without issue and the doors slid open to nothing unordinary.

	As Andy got off, the woman warned, “You did it wrong.”

	 

	 

	 

	“What ritual are we going to do?” Olivia excitedly asked.

	“I was thinking ‘The Picture Game,’” Rachael recommended. “That is if we have everything.”

	“What do we need?” Olivia was eager to begin.

	Rachael listed, “Two small mirrors. Enough string to make a circle big enough for the two of us to sit around, the type doesn’t need to be that specific. Scissors or a knife. A camera which I have. A glass cup. And something to drink, preferably alcohol.”

	“So, this is a drinking game as well?’ Olivia joked.

	“We won’t actually be drinking any of it,” Rachael informed. “Just choose something you don’t mind wasting.”

	“I want the best outcome for this,” Olivia proclaimed, “so I don’t mind using some of the wine I have in the fridge.”

	“You shouldn’t waste your wine if you don’t want to,” Rachael kindly discouraged. “Not like we can set things up perfectly, to begin with. The rules actually recommend playing sometime after midnight. Though, it shouldn’t be a problem since you have me, a conduit for the spooky and scary stuff. But what I’m getting at is not to worry about the small details.”

	“I wouldn’t consider my wine wasted,” Olivia assured. “All I want is the most authentic experience. You were the one that said alcohol was preferred. And even if nothing happens, I’ll be okay with it.”

	“Then let’s get the stuff and I’ll start setting things up,” Rachael readied.

	Olivia went around the house gathering what was needed. Two mirrors and scissors were brought over and placed aside since they had no use as of yet. The string found to make the circle was a basic sewing thread. Far from the best because of how thin. In most cases, the boundary would barely be able to contain a spirit long enough for this ritual. However, with Rachael being involved, it should work. Olivia also grabbed a wine glass half filled with the dark drink. That was everything.

	Rachael had busied herself by moving the coffee table in the living room to open a space where the two of them could conduct the ritual. The circle was made from the string and placed on the floor, the cup of wine was placed in the center, and the two mirrors were placed in front of where each of them would sit. All that was left to do was darken the room and take their seats.

	“Alright,” Rachael called attention, “let’s turn off the lights,” which Olivia went to do, “and close the blinds,” which Rachael did.

	The lights were completely out. Both had to cautiously walk back to the area blindly, able to find their way without a problem. They sat, outside the circle, across from one another, though, they could not actually see each other. Only the paranoid feeling of eyes upon them let know they were looking at one another, hopefully. Who knows what had already entered the shadows?

	“I have goosebumps,” Olivia could not help but voice excitedly.

	“That’s a good sign that there is already a ghost among us,” Rachael detailed.

	“Holy shit,” Olivia could not contain her excitement and fear.

	“I will be our guide for this ritual,” Rachael calmly continued. “Now, let’s close our eyes and keep them closed. Then let’s take each other’s hands.” They did. “What’s important now is declaring our trust in each other. Not at the same time. I’ll go first. I trust you, Olivia. I trust you. Your turn.”

	“I trust you, Rachael,” Olivia announced with a shaky voice. “I’m getting anxious, but I trust you will make sure everything goes right.”

	“Good,” Rachael praised. “Now, together … I probably should have told you the line before we started the ritual. But that’s okay. Just repeat with me. ‘The …’”

	“The …” Olivia repeated with increased stress in her voice.

	“Door …” Rachael gave the next word.

	“Door …” Olivia followed.

	Together they finished, “Has … opened; please … come … in.”

	“Now open your eyes,” Rachael instructed, and Olivia did, seeing only blackness. “I will pass the camera to you, and you will take a picture of me. Make sure to say, ‘I capture you,’ as you press the button.”

	The camera was passed over and Olivia did, hesitating for a split second out of fear of what might appear in front of her. “I capture you.” The flash illuminated the room for just a moment.

	“Please pass the camera to me,” which it was, and Rachael took a picture of Olivia. “I capture you.” The flash illuminated the room again.

	Two more times, the camera was passed back and forth, the words were spoken, and the camera flashed.

	“It is time we end the ritual,” Rachael said. “Say this with me, three times …” 

	“It … is … time … to … go … home … now. It is time to go home now. It is time to go home now.”

	Rachael stood up at this point and turned on the lights.

	“We’re done?” Olivia seemed both relieved and unimpressed.

	“Almost,” Rachael comforted. “Hey, that’s a good sign the ritual worked.” She pointed at the mirrors that had been sitting in front of each of them. Originally, they had been placed with the reflective side facing up toward the ceiling. Now …

	“Those weren’t turned over when we started!” Olivia declared her shock.

	“They weren’t,” Rachael assured. “And now they are. They got flipped over by the spirit sometime during the ritual.”

	“You didn’t flip it, did you?” Olivia seemed to want a rational answer, regardless if it was honest or not, regardless if it ruined the mystique.

	“I didn’t,” Rachael promised even though her answer was the opposite of what was wanted, but the magic was maintained. “But before we talk more about this, could you cut the string?”

	Olivia quickly did as she was instructed. Rachael then picked up the glass of wine and dumped the contents over a patch of dirt, the dirt of a potted plant that was in the room.

	“We are officially done,” Rachael proclaimed. “Want to see the pictures we took?”

	“I don’t know,” Olivia was hesitant to have her world altered.

	Rachael took the time to examine what they had captured. “These are some good results for how poorly executed things ended up being.” She offered the camera over to show.

	Olivia was slow to approach in her apprehension while she craned her neck with dangerous curiosity. She was soon close enough to see what was on the screen. The first picture was enough to enrapture her.

	The image was of Rachael who could only be distinguishable by her red hair. That was because the flash had illuminated her face to the point that all her features were imperceivable beyond the white. She seemed to be nothing more than a faceless entity. The background was partly illuminated and had an unsettling distortion. Things seemed to be emerging from the shadows.

	Rachael pressed the next button every few seconds to share the following images which were each similar.

	“Wow,” Olivia was impressed by the simplest evidence. “I can’t wait to show these to Andrew.”

	“Not like he’ll believe them,” Rachael expected, then realized, “You know, Andy is really late.”

	That was when the door to the condo opened. There stood Andy.

	“We were literally talking about where you were,” Olivia said to him.

	“I just got caught up in the elevator by Miss Claudrie,” Andy gave his excuse.

	“She is a chatterbox,” Olivia remarked.

	“Sure is,” Andy agreed even though that had not been the case this time. “So, what have you two been doing while you waited?”

	“Check out these pictures we ended up taking,” Olivia answered through her actions, taking the camera over, and showing off the haunting imagery.

	“Looks like unremarkable blobs,” Andy criticized as delicately as possible. “Just like the ones Rachael tried to show me earlier today. I told her her camera’s just broken.” The following humor was directed to Rachael, “Are you trying to turn my wife into a believer?”

	“Is that a bad thing?” Rachael challenged.

	“I’d still love her, so I guess not,” Andy admitted. He looked to Olivia, “I want to hear all about your experience.”


Chapter 5: The Mad Witch

	 

	 

	Eight in the morning came around and Andy woke for work. He dressed in the room, then walked around the house, making a quick breakfast and coffee. In thirty minutes, he was gone.

	Rachael stared at the ceiling from her place on the couch. She had been woken by him and felt wide awake even though she did not want to be. Shutting her eyes and waiting ten minutes, feeling frustrated, and then waiting ten more minutes, she knew she was not going back to sleep. Beginning the day early was probably for the best. She rolled off the couch still dressed the same as the day before, put some bread in the toaster, went to the bathroom, and buttered the toast when she came out. In ten minutes, she was gone.

	 

	 

	 

	The Mim Melody Psych Facility appeared as clinical and uncanny as would be expected of a place that housed the mentally unwell. Not the classical style as seen in the horror genre that was always an old manor in slow decay. The two-story building was more modern, more like a traditional hospital designed with many squares and rectangles, well-kept and clean. The white walls were pristine, almost hauntingly so. And the many, blue-tinted windows made the place seem as if open to the world while hiding away what secrets there were.

	The place felt far detached from the rest of Darkess. The medical center which included St. Kindred Hospital, elder care foundations, and a few insurance offices, was already on the outskirts of the city. But the psych facility was situated a bit apart from the others as if a pariah. As well, a tall, chain-link fence surrounded the property to keep those inside in and keep those outside away.

	Rachael was not one to be dissuaded as she drove up to the checkpoint. She provided her identification to the security guard who she recognized as Montel Buris.

	Montel smiled her way as he, too, recognized her. He took her license and began working on his computer while chatting, “Back from your travels already?” 

	“Must be if I’m here,” Rachael quipped.

	“It’s been, what? A year?”

	“Half a year.” She always made sure to visit Mim Melody whenever she returned to the city which was anywhere between three to twelve months. “Working the front gates today. Promotion or demotion?”

	“Temporary,” he answered. “Got stabbed in the leg by an Intense Care Patient and can’t make my rounds as easily. Once I’m healed up, they’ll have me back inside. But I’m going to enjoy this cushy position as much as I can.”

	“I’m sorry to hear,” she sympathized.

	“Nah,” he scoffed at her concern, not in a disrespectful way. “You don’t need to be worrying about me. I’m ex-military, remember?” He chuckled knowing that, though that was true, twenty years out of the service, he was far from his prime. “But seriously, I know what I got myself into when I took this job. Now,” he passed her license back, “you have a good day seeing your friend. Try not to get stabbed like me.”

	“No promises,” Rachael joked in return. “You have a good day, Montel. Feel better.”

	The boom barrier lifted, and Rachael drove through to find parking not far from the front entrance. She checked herself over to make sure she had nothing that would be considered dangerous before she went in. The building security was already going to do the same when she entered, and intensive security would double check while confiscating any potential contraband during the visitation, but she wanted to avoid what extra hassle she could. Wallet, phone, and her precious camera would be left behind. Only her keys were lucky enough to be brought along. Certain to get the all-clear, she was out of the vehicle and heading toward the building.

	Beyond the front door, Rachael encountered the first checkpoint. Familiar with the procedure, keys were placed in a plastic basket, and before needing to be asked, she stood with legs splayed and arms extended out to her sides. Security did their pat downs and waved their metal-detecting wands. She was easily through. Next was to speak with the receptionist.

	“Miss Liminal,” the woman at the front desk, Tammy Loren, respectfully acknowledged. “It’s good to see you again. I was surprised when you called this morning to schedule a visitation. You don’t usually stop in so early.”

	“I was up,” Rachael said as if that was enough of an explanation. “Honestly, I was surprised you were able to schedule me on such short notice.”

	“Well,” Tammy stressed, “for our violently insane patients, we normally would require a day’s notice even with court-approved guests like yourself. But Marcy has been making good progress over the last few months. And you’ve been coming to see her for three years without there ever being an incident. The staff is confident that there is nothing to worry about.”

	“Convenient,” Rachael delighted. She could not help from asking, “Am I the only one that gets this special treatment?”

	“Well,” Tammy stressed in a different, sadder tone, “Yes. But that’s because you’re the only person who has ever visited Miss Lox.”

	“Oh.” Rachael did not know that even after all these years. Marcy had family, two brothers, both her parents, and most of her grandparents. But apparently, after what she had done, they had abandoned her. With what they knew, they really could not be blamed for the decision, yet that fact was disheartening.

	“Are you ready to go?” Tammy asked.

	“Yes.”

	Rachael was escorted down the General Admissions Ward by a single security guard. On the other side was where she met the second checkpoint. She received the same treatment as the first and earned the same verdict, but had her keys taken this time. Then she was brought through the Intensive Care Ward into the Violent Patient Ward. At the end of the line was the visitation room for this particular wing.

	The security guard gave final instructions, “I’ll be waiting right outside in case anything goes wrong,” and then he unlocked the door.

	Rachael entered. The white, laminate floor with a square pattern and the walls covered in white, square tiles reflected the blinding fluorescent light. The room felt isolating and claustrophobic, already so small, only to be divided in two by a table that stretched from end to end with a window that did the same, reaching all the way to the floor and ceiling to leave no gap.

	Marcy sat on the other side of the barrier, bound to the table by chains and cuffs, dressed in a loose-fitting white gown. Even detained for these past three years, she never seemed to change in appearance. Her skin, almost as snowy as her outfit, was clear of any blemishes, even without skincare products, even by being limited to one shower a week, even though an asylum diet was less than remarkable. Her blonde hair, cut to a short length by the facility for safety purposes, was naturally silky and wavy. Her vibrant blue eyes never clouded with worry or stress, only seeing the endless possibilities in everything she gazed upon. There were no true signs of the madness within.

	She was committed to this facility for the death of a man by the name of Scott Smith. He was found with a blade driven under his ribs, piercing his heart. Ownership of the weapon along with fingerprints made her the primary suspect. However, evidence indicated that he had killed himself. But there were still many questions as to why. Interrogations by law enforcement and licensed psychiatrists determined that Marcy was a hyper-manipulative sociopath. They concluded that even though she had not committed the act with her own hands, she had convinced Scott to kill himself. That reasoning allowed them to try her on a manslaughter charge.

	However, concerned that the charge would be too lenient, her being in captivity for less than a decade, if even that since everything was more or less circumstantial, and certain of her guilt, the system sought something more guaranteed. With her ties to the occult, and her mental state in question, she was found insane and a danger to others. That allowed the state to put her in a padded cell with no foreseeable release.

	“Rachael,” Marcy called out happily with a soft, poetic voice.

	“How have you been?” Rachael asked as she took her seat.

	“Good,” Marcy answered.

	“Are you?” Rachael could not help thinking otherwise. “I just learned that none of your family has come to visit you, ever. And I guess none of our friends, either.”

	“Yes,” Marcy said as an acknowledgment of that fact and as a way to assure she was, in fact, good.

	Even so, Rachael did not look convinced.

	“Why did you have to bring that up?” Marcy rolled her eyes while she smirked. “You’re only going to depress yourself. I’m fine. I have a true friend that does come to visit. And I can’t blame them. They have their reasons.”

	Rachael moved on, mentioning, “Well, the receptionist did say you’ve been doing better.”

	“I think they lied to you,” Marcy assumed instead. “I’m definitely trying but I killed somebody again, so I don’t know how that would qualify as doing better. Maybe they’re just afraid of a lawsuit so they’re trying to appeal to me.”

	“What happened?” Rachael looked deeply worried.

	“I don’t think they want me talking about it,” Marcy played around with the secrecy. “But … one of the security guards tried to rape me—”

	“Marcy!” Rachael exclaimed. “How can you say you’re doing alright!”

	“I did say I killed the guy,” Marcy reminded. “In self-defense of course,” though, there seemed to be something she was not saying. And whatever that was was not in the retelling that followed, “As he held me down by both my arms, I bit off his nose. When he released one of my arms to strike me, I gouged out one of his eyes. When he reeled back in pain, I sunk my teeth into his throat and tore out his jugular. It all happened so fast.”

	“That doesn’t sound good at all,” Rachael expressed. “Not just what happened to you, but this is only going to reinforce what people already think of you.”

	“You’re saying it would have been better if I was raped?”

	“Of course not.”

	“Then I really didn’t have much of a choice, did I?” Marcy stated. “Anyways, the hospital is the only thing that doesn’t look good in this situation. This prestigious foundation made an oversight that put my life in danger. They’re pretty worried I’m going to sue.”

	Rachael wanted to say something right then but did not have the opportunity as Marcy continued talking.

	“You know, I think my psychiatrist hates me. She’s trying to blame me for wanting to be raped. I’ve overheard her saying that I must have manipulated the security guard in some way to attack me, because when he was hired, even before he was hired, he had no history of violent crime or deviant behavior. Like that’s an actual reason to think he’s innocent, and I’m to blame.”

	“Aren’t all women to blame when men attack them?” said with cynical sarcasm.

	“Unfortunately, that seems to be what society thinks.” Marcy returned to her previous complaint, “I’m pretty sure I know why Dr. Bown is pushing the narrative against me and that’s because the administration is pressuring her. Maybe even the city. They’re worried about what I might be able to do with their screw up. A lawsuit is one thing, but had they actually put my life in danger, I could possibly take them to court for endangerment and have myself relocated to a new facility, which is one option. Though, the fact that they misdiagnosed my Asperger’s as me being a sociopath, there’s a chance I could get some kind of in-home confinement. That would be very easy to escape from. That is unless they can put the blame on me and save their reputation.”

	“You’ve thought about this,” Rachael remarked. 

	“I have,” Marcy said with a smile.

	“Not afraid that you just revealed your plan?”

	“I’m talking hypotheticals,” Marcy assured. “Anyways, escaping’s ridiculous. They’d just capture me and lock me up for longer. As well as prove them right. I promise you that I was acting in self-defense, so whatever they accuse me of is false. Then I can take them to court for a completely different reason. Such as attempting to falsely label my mental state which would allow me to have my original psych eval overturned. That would put me in jail for involuntary manslaughter. Since I’ve already spent three years confined, I’d more than likely be out of here as a free woman. Maybe I’d spend a couple more years locked up there at most.”

	“Not afraid that you just revealed your real plan?” Rachael was more perplexed than anything.

	“Again,” Marcy stressed, “hypotheticals. I don’t intend to sue, or escape, or try to overturn my eval. I’m just pointing out to whoever’s listening how much they’re messing up. And how much trying to correct their mistake has made things worse. Honestly, I’m pretty sure I could get out if I wanted to,” which was her way of saying she could definitely get out without implicating herself.

	“I’m certain you could,” Rachael said in agreement. “I wonder why you haven’t yet.”

	“I don’t want people to see me as a bad person,” Marcy confessed, her expression becoming humble. “So, if staying in here will help others feel safe, then I’ll remain as long as I have to. When I’m eventually released on good terms, I hope the court of public opinion will look kindly on me.”

	“I don’t remember other people’s opinions mattering that much to you,” Rachael read into the words.

	“They don’t,” Marcy admitted. “But your opinion matters to me. As does Emily’s. With this, I hope she might forgive me finally. How has she been?”

	“She’s getting married,” Rachael shared.

	“Wonderful,” Marcy said so happily. “To Mark, I assume?”

	“Yeah, to Mark.”

	“And how is he?”

	“I didn’t see him this time,” Rachael said, shrugging with uncertainty. “But he proposed, so I think he’s doing good, too.”

	Marcy smiled. “How about yourself?”

	Rachael fell silent. She had not thought about herself much. She loved her job. She loved her friends. She loved her family. But thinking about those things made her kind of sad. She felt a certain disconnect between her and them. And she believed the fault was her own. Her response to the question came out as, “I think I’m good?”

	“Think?”

	“I don’t feel that close to anybody, I guess,” was how Rachael explained her feelings.

	“Well, that has nothing to do with how you live your life,” said as a comfort. “And I’d say it has nothing to do with you at all. Closeness comes from how much effort is put into maintaining our relationships. But it’s a two-way street. The other side has to show effort, too.

	“You message your brother all the time, I assume. But how often does he reach out to you first? The same with Emily. You only learned about her engagement recently. And you come to see me whenever you get the chance, but I can’t do the same for you. I’m sorry.”

	Rachael appeared to have retreated from the deep subject matter by leaning back in her chair. She simply accepted all the wrong things by saying, “You don’t have to apologize. Not like there’s anything you can do since you’re trapped in here.”

	“I’m sorry for everybody,” Marcy gave the condolences that were deserved. “You’re the one keeping us together, and it seems nobody else is trying to do the same.”

	“Yeah,” Rachael scrunched her face as she finally acknowledged that. “We’re all just sort of drifting apart, aren’t we? But why?”

	“It’s my fault because I’m in here,” Marcy accepted the blame. “And for what I did.”

	Rachael did not argue otherwise. Instead, a question was asked, “How do you deal with it? You’ve been alone here this whole time.”

	Marcy readied to respond—

	A sudden shockwave of energy struck both Rachael and Marcy. They felt as if being submerged in an intensity of cold. Both were left frozen as if they had actually been turned to solid ice. Then the feeling faded leaving behind an eerie presence.

	“You need to go,” Marcy recognized. “Find out what that was.”


Chapter 6: His Disappearance

	 

	 

	Eight in the morning came around. A low-pitched buzzing continually rang to the point of absolute irritation. With it were high-pitched beeps blaring in an echo of one another, one after another, after another in an annoying fashion. A hand reached over and smacked the alarm clock to shut off the wake-up call.

	Andy dragged the blankets and sheets off himself. His uncovered legs swung over the other side of the bed as he sat up on the edge. Toes planted firmly on the wood flooring and pressed hard for a few seconds to stretch calf muscles before resting his feet completely flat. As nightly knots loosened, a non-distinct utterance of “uh” slipped out from his lips.

	Olivia barely stirred having become accustomed to his routine.

	He stood up after he finished stretching and approached the window. Staring out from the third story, down to the streets of the city, he could see the cars and people who were also beginning their day. However, there was not much more to observe as buildings as tall as his floor blocked his view of the horizon. But he could see the grey, overcast sky. A smile crossed his face as it did every day, regardless of the weather.

	Dressing in a button-up shirt with tie and slacks, followed by making a quick breakfast and coffee, he was gone in thirty minutes.

	All felt well as he drove to work. The city was its normal self, never too fast, not that loud, yet very alive. A person walked their dog. Another performed on the street with an improvised instrument. Others sat outside cafes and restaurants, in the park or along the waterfront. Peaceful.

	He parked in the small parking structure, crossed the street, and entered his workplace. In the elevator, he pressed the ninth-floor button. He was joined by another co-worker before the doors closed, a guy named Jacob.

	Rising upward in the metal box, Andy and Jacob listened to the light music that was provided as Jacob asked, “Are you ready for your meeting with management?”

	Andy clicked his tongue irritably at the fact he was being called in at all. “As ready as I can be.”

	“What do you think is going to happen?” Jacob hassled. “You really botched things.”

	“I didn’t botch anything,” Andy stated without the need to defend his case.

	“Andy,” Jacob reminded, “your changes drastically impacted our metrics.”

	“I just did what management told me to do,” Andy stated.

	“Yeah, well, they’re looking to blame you,” Jacob continued putting on the pressure.

	Yet, Andy felt none of it, knowing all too well, “They blame someone every month for a decision they make then forget about. But not like anybody’s been fired. They just like to waste our time. Susan will just say something like, ‘Next time, consult me before making any changes,’ even though she was the one who told me to make them. Then I’ll be back to work.”

	“You’re right,” Jacob realized. “That is the way these things tend to go.”

	The elevator dinged as they reached their floor. Andy quickly stepped out and away from the conversation that was getting on his nerves. He attempted to relax, or at the very least not become tenser, by focusing on his work. For roughly two hours, he sat at his computer.

	As the time neared eleven, Andy got up from his seat to attend his performance review. Normally, he would have just taken the stairs up the single flight. However, on this day, a small painting crew was retouching the white in the stairwell. That left him having to use the elevator.

	The tenth-floor button was pressed and Andy slowly ascended. The doors opened to the familiar floor. He exited and made a beeline down the hall, passed the receptionist, to the meeting. The room was full of jackals, four to be precise. Each was dressed in a combination of black, white, and grey suits.

	Andy stood outside the room and peeked through the slightly cracked open door. Though he had mentally prepared himself, the mild heat of his frustration was rising. A very thin, unnoticeable perspiration made him feel like he was drenched. A tapping of his finger on the door handle made him feel like he was shaking. And an increase in his heart rate made him feel as if he was breathing heavily. But none of that was true. He just had never been this annoyed before.

	“Come in, Mr. Liminal,” the man at the far end of the table requested in a monotone voice.

	Andy entered with stone-faced professionalism, crossing the room to shake each of management’s hands as he said each of their names, “Mr. Hide. Mr. Johnson. Mr. Hooker. Ms. Tanner.” Then he walked back to the opposite side of the room and stood before them at attention.

	As Andy looked at the managers, he could see that they were a bit off, less threatening in a way. Their faces were red and damp with sweat. They would pull at their collars as if to let out heat from their layers. It was like they were hot even though the room was well air-conditioned.

	“Do you know why we have called you in here today, Mr. Liminal?” the man in the middle addressed.

	“I believe so.” Andy exclaimed, “But in case I’m wrong, I would like you to explain. If you don’t mind my request?”

	“This is an assessment review. You see—” He stopped speaking, his mouth still moving but words not able to be vocalized. So, he cleared his throat and swallowed dryly to moisten his esophagus. “The metrics—” He stopped speaking again. Trying to repeat his last actions helped just as little as before. His face was beginning to turn unbelievably bright. He tried to create words, but it was impossible for him to speak as his throat was so dry. Only croaks came from his mouth.

	But it was not just the one man affected. All of management were facing the same affliction. Their faces were tomatoes. The dampness had become rolling beads of sweat down their temples and foreheads. The discomfort became too much, and they began to hurriedly strip their clothes off in a mild panic.

	Andy did not understand what was happening as he was the only one unaffected.

	That was when the catalyst came. A sound that could only be described as the billows of a blown horn, that must have stood as tall as a mountain, created a wall of force that erupted from the center of the tenth floor. Tremors shocked the entire building. Windows wobbled so violently they looked like pools of disturbed water, many of which were unable to handle the strain and shattered. Car alarms could be heard blaring outside. The first thought was an earthquake.

	When the sound passed through the meeting room, the four managers suddenly burst into flames. This gave them their voices back as they screamed in sheer agony. They went into a frenzy from the pain they must have been feeling as their skin burned. They wailed like banshees while they jerked in their seats and slammed their hands and heads into the table. Then, all together, they sprang from their chairs, tossing the seats backward as they charged. Smoldering hands reached out for Andy who was still unaffected by the happening but was so terrified he had not moved. The burning bodies stumbled and grasped wildly for some sort of redemption.

	The shattering of glass brought Andy to his senses and the danger became apparent. He rushed out of the room and shut the door before they could get him, bracing against the wood to keep them trapped on the other side. He could feel the heavy vibrations of berserk fists beating against the barrier that separated them. Even so, he felt safe. That was until he saw the chaos that ensued on the entire floor.

	Every person in the room was set aflame. Their resonating anguish joined together to orchestrate the screaming damned souls of Hell. They rushed in every direction searching for ways they could save themselves. Some rolled on the floor the way many had been taught as children. Another pulled the jug off the water cooler and poured the water over themselves, fighting a dozen others who wanted to do the same. They had become nothing but burning skeletons ravaging around.

	Some began to notice Andy unaffected. And he had noticed that they had noticed him. He ran down the nearest hall before they made the first move. At full sprint, he could hear the nightmare following after. He made the classic mistake of looking back. Behind him was a blazing inferno filled with the skeleton silhouettes that crawled and trampled over each other to get ahead of the pack. That was nothing he wanted to be caught by.

	Suddenly, Andy ran into something. Stumbling, he used the momentum to turn completely around and keep himself on his feet. During the spin, he saw what he had knocked into was another victim of this spontaneous combustion. So close to the burning skeleton gave him a true glimpse of what pain these people were going through. Eyes had melted away and skin boiled. Facing forward again, he did not stop running.

	He completed his final length of the hall and reached the elevator. Pushing the button, the lift would not come fast enough. The stairs became his only option and he hurried into the nearby stairwell.

	Step by step by God awful step, Andy had run down eight flights in record-breaking time. His adrenalin was what kept him from passing out. His fear was what kept him going. The screaming had died down to an uncomfortable silence long before he had gone down five flights, but he was not going to stop until he had reached the very bottom floor. The idea that everything that was happening just came to an end was impossible to believe. Only getting away would ensure the truth that he had gotten away. Even if he was mindlessly running, that was better than dead. The last two flights went by fast as he made these thoughts and the door to the ground level was there in front of him before he finished thinking.

	He burst into the lobby. The door to the stairwell flew open with such unnecessary force that it swung into the wall leaving a dent. He quickly spun around several times looking in all directions for anyone or thing.

	The provided plush seating, in the corner of the room, was empty. But there were scorch marks on the cushions from something that had burned on top. The front desk no longer had a concierge and the work phone hung off the receiver, generating an endless hum. Suitcases were dropped on the floor carelessly. Several had popped open and the papers within had become scattered around. And there was ash.

	There was so much ash. An obvious layer of ash covered everything. Particles of ash could be seen in the air, glinting in the light of day, and looking like small bits of snow. But it was not snow. It was ash.

	“Hello?” Andy called out with no expectations. He knew the truth, though, his denial continued for a short time.

	No answer came.

	Andy had stopped looking around; he had stopped moving entirely out of shock. Soon his legs gave in, and he fell to his knees as fatigue began to hit him. He placed his hands on the floor in front of him. Taking in deep breaths, every inhale took in the particles. The taste on his tongue made him think of fire, and fire became thoughts of skeletons. This was not just ash. There were no more screaming skeletons and no more people because this was what remained of them.

	A brown, liquidy mess of coffee and chunks was vomited up. His hands were left dabbling in the pool, but he was not disgusted. There were greater concerns to worry about right now other than dirty hands. The world had been set on fire, and he needed to figure out why, how, and if there were any others.

	Returning to his feet, he patted his palms on his pants to wipe away the spittle. Then he put his sleeve to his mouth to filter the ash as he breathed. There was not getting much readier than this before he pushed through the front doors.

	The futile search continued on the street where he found himself not in his city. It was a city but one that deserved the title. Darkess might have been called the same, but that was due to population, not infrastructure. This place had endless avenues of skyscrapers that stretched far beyond what the eye could see. Even the building he had stepped out of was one such structure, no longer his workplace. The wide streets could accommodate six rows of traffic. And there were signs of a subway system.

	However, this place was in complete desolation. What should have been bumper-to-bumper traffic was a pile-up of thousands of cars. They were smashed and twisted and turned. The sidewalk was overrun by vehicles that had hopped the curb only to crash into a building or lamppost. A literal mound of scrap and metal had piled up in the middle of intersections because of the mass collisions of oncoming traffic. Yet, this carnage must have happened a very long time ago as everything appeared aged and rusted.

	This place would have been once so lively but was now absolutely quiet. However, the silence truly only came from the shock of it all. A thick cloud of ash filled the entire street like fog. There was not a thin layer covering everything but a thick, half-inch layer. The windows of every building and every car were cloudy to the point they could not be seen through. This amount must have come from millions of burned people.

	The sound slowly returned to Andy when he heard a dominating scream too loud to ignore. Looking up saw a black beast pass overhead. It was nearly as big as a bus. Bat-like wings spread from its back with a span that could wrap around a building. Long arms and taloned hands hung as it flew. And a long tail in place of legs slithered in tow. The end whipped intentionally to scrape a roof with the tip causing rubble to fall with a heavy thunder.

	Andy chased after it with newfound energy. The obstruction of many cars could not stop him from his bizarre fascination. He climbed over and moved around any that got in his way. He chased and chased but was beginning to lag behind as the screaming became a dull vibration. Not knowing what to expect, he pushed harder to reach the end of the street where it met a large canal river filled with black water. The creature was back in view.

	What he saw from there was the black beast diving from the grey sky to attack another monstrosity across the water. This other was as big, standing on two legs, made of stone and flesh melded together. He watched the sudden chaos as the black beast dug teeth and talons into the golem, tearing a layer of stone and taking a chunk of flesh. The golem swung a club of an arm, catching the black beast in the side of its body. The black beast howled as it was tossed aside, then quickly recovered, digging teeth and talons even deeper. Wings beat which lifted the golem off the ground. Another beat brought them higher up into the air and over the water. The golem reached a grasping hand forward to grab the beast by the head. Before being caught, the black beast let go and fled, dropping the golem into the river.

	The eruption of water brought down a sudden rain that showered everything nearby. Streets, buildings, cars, and Andy were left drenched. The only good that could be said about this was that the ash had cleared.


Chapter 7: Answers from the Ashes

	 

	 

	The windows on the top floor of the Balic Building were shattered suddenly by an unknown blast. People outside flinched at the sound and turned to look at what was the cause. Once realization hit, those nearest to the building quickly scattered as glass and ash began to rain down on the street below. The rest stared in complete shock. Sirens filled the city as every department sent every first responder they could.

	Rachael arrived half an hour later as the situation was already being contained. Fire trucks surrounded the building as traffic drums and cones restricted an even wider area which the police enforced. People amassed on the perimeter each showing the same distress. Some were already granted a sense of relief to find their friends or their family members safe, being reunited to cheerfully cry and embrace. Others still watched and waited with apprehension hoping to be granted the same as the last of the people were evacuated.

	News vans and their crew were setting up wherever was most advantageous to capture scenes of the disaster. Field reporters could be overheard making their speculations. Some said the situation was still undetermined. Others were confident enough to claim a bomb had gone off in the building supported by eyewitnesses. The most distraught of people were those interviewed, weeping on camera as they pleaded for the safety of their loved ones. Mothers cried for their sons and daughters. Spouses pleaded for the safety of their husbands and wives. Children questioned where their fathers and mothers were. A detail became apparent from hearing their many statements. The individuals still unaccounted for were those that worked on the tenth floor.

	In time, people stopped trickling out of the front doors, the last being the firemen. Their leaving indicated that the building was cleared. But, by the reaction of those who understood the indication, not everybody had come out. That could only mean casualties. That was when the true emotional breakdowns began.

	Among those to never come out was Andy. Rachael honestly did not know how to react. She did not cry or collapse like the rest. Her feelings could have been considered shock because of how little she expressed. Denial was even a consideration because, even as aware as the rest, she was not fully convinced her brother was gone. The difference between her and them was the fact she had a reason to believe so. He did not work on the tenth floor.

	Her cellphone began to ring with a charming tone that did not fit the situation. She was slow to answer, never taking her eyes off the building as she brought the device to her ear, and she said nothing to indicate she was there on the line.

	“Where are you?” Emily asked through the silence.

	Rachael said nothing, definitely in some state of shock.

	“You must have felt it, too,” Emily pressed, “so tell me where you’re at already.”

	“Emily,” Rachael steadily started to speak. “This is where my brother works. And I didn’t see him come out of the building …”

	Emily was aware that Andy worked at the Balic Building and that this was where the incident had happened. She also already considered that something might have happened to him. But, in the oddest way, this was not the time to worry about him. She worried for the one struggling at this moment, “You shouldn’t be alone right now. Where are you?”

	“… Everyone is saying the tenth floor exploded,” Rachael continued talking as if not having heard her friend. “Everybody is presumed dead. But no bodies have even been found—”

	“God dammit, Rachael!” Emily shouted to break through. “Where are you!?” 

	Rachael said nothing, brought to a pause by the shouting.

	“I don’t know what’s going through your head but there’s no doubt it’s a lot,” Emily calmly spoke. “I’m here. Help me find you, and we can figure out what happened.”

	Rachael understood and began to look around for a landmark. But, when about to give her location, she croaked. Something more important had stolen away her focus. So, she said instead, “I’m heading to Andy’s place,” before hanging up abruptly. Then she turned from the scene and ran. 

	While on the run, shaky hands scrolled through her contacts to find Andy’s cellphone number while she was rushing. But there was no ring and was sent straight to voicemail when she pressed call. That was another bad sign causing her to sprint harder.

	The complex was reached in minutes. However, there was no getting inside. That was an oversight that Rachael only realized now that she stood in front of the doors, panting heavily from exhaustion. She would need someone to buzz her in but there was nobody to do so. She considered banging until anyone opened. If that did not work, she would follow someone after they opened the door for themselves.

	“Rachael?” Called the cautious voice.

	Rachael, broken out from her line of thought, turned around to see “Olivia. You’re here.”

	“I had to come back,” Olivia declared. “I saw what happened on the news, and I tried to call Andrew, but it went straight to voicemail. I don’t know where he is …” her posture sunk at the mention of his name and defeat entered her tone. “I don’t know if he’s alright … but he’ll come back home if he is. I’m guessing that’s why you’re here, too.”

	Rachael nodded her head.

	“Then let’s head in.”

	Olivia opened the door with her keycard and the two hurried to the elevator. They said nothing on the ride up. The same silence was there waiting in the condo when they entered. Rachael did not bother looking around since her brother’s absence was apparent. But Olivia still checked to determine the same and worsened her dismay.

	Olivia, still optimistic only because she was unaware of the full situation, commented, “Well, maybe he’s helping at the scene. Or … maybe we’ll find him at the hospital.”

	“No,” Rachael disputed. “I was at the scene. I didn’t see him come out.”

	Olivia gave a disbelieving look.

	A Buzz! Startled both of them. But that sound became a new hope. Olivia was quick to get to the door intercom. 

	However, through the light static spoke Emily, “Let me up.” Feelings were dashed at the sound of her voice.

	Olivia pressed the door access button in silence as she hung her head. Rachael approached to offer a reassuring back rub. The action prompted Olivia to straighten her posture, take a deep breath, then turn around.

	“You’re handling this really well,” Olivia said, half inspired and half confrontational. “You’re not at all worried about what happened to Andrew?”

	“I’m worried for different reasons,” Rachael answered without much explanation.

	“What reasons?” Olivia pressed.

	“It doesn’t matter right now,” Rachael avoided the topic.

	“Doesn’t matter?” Olivia questioned in her offense. “Doesn’t matter? You just told me Andrew is dead!”

	“I didn’t say that,” Rachael denied. 

	“Then what did you mean when you said you didn’t see him come out of the building?” Olivia reiterated.

	“I meant exactly that,” Rachael passively remarked.

	“You were implying something,” Olivia clarified.

	“Yeah, I was,” Rachael did not hide that fact. “But I didn’t say he was dead.”

	“What then?” Nothing else would make sense and Olivia kept pushing for an answer. What she got was a reaction.

	“He could be dead, alright!” Rachael shouted, now seeming on the verge of tears as she clenched her fists angrily. “But there are worse things than being dead!”

	Olivia retracted in surprise when her confrontation was finally challenged. Then she felt like she was about to cry just the same. Both were trying hard to not directly deal with what happened by hoping for something. But that hope was really just denial.

	“Sorry for yelling,” Rachael offered, partly returning to her passive state, though, not completely able. Having let out her emotions made putting them back impossible as seen by how her slow, shaky exhales caused her body to tremble.

	“No, I’m sorry,” Olivia returned the consideration. “You’re dealing with this differently from me, and I’m just looking for anywhere to place my blame. But—” she was about to ask what was meant by ‘worse things than being dead.’

	Both were startled again, this time by a knock. But the intervention helped to fully resolve the situation. This time, Rachael was quick to answer.

	Emily was there, grim stricken but not nearly as distraught as the other two.

	“Thanks for being here,” Olivia shared her gratitude.

	“Right.” Emily nodded her head in a certain worried and impatient manner. “I’m sure you both are having a difficult time …” she was hoping to have this conversation in a one-on-one setting, but that would not be the case, and she spoke openly anyways, “Well, I know you’re worried about your brother, Rachael, but this matter is of extreme importance. Someone left a Gateway open.”

	“I know,” Rachael revealed.

	“Gateway?” Olivia wondered.

	The two other women paused. There was an awkwardness knowing they would be scrutinized. Even so, Rachael explained, “People believe it was a bomb that went off, but actually, a Gateway was never closed. You were into this kind of stuff. You must know that if you ever play with a spirit board you need to end the game or else you leave an opening for anything to come through. But that’s just a small crack compared to leaving an entire freaking Gate open. Hundreds of Otherworldly beings must have flooded the tenth floor of that building. Nobody would have survived. At least not physically. Who knows what happened to their souls?”

	“What?” Olivia was shaking her head in disgusted disbelief at the disrespect. “You’re crazy. Yeah, I believed in that stuff when I was a kid. But ghosts aren’t real. And this is serious.”

	Rachael was suddenly struck by an idea and demanded Emily to “Call her.”

	“Are you serious?” Emily was unsure.

	“Just call her,” Rachael pushed. “She’s as attached to him as she is to the rest of us. She’ll know what happened.”

	“What is going on!?” Olivia demanded in her confusion and anger. “Who are you talking about now? What’s happening is serious. And there’s something seriously wrong with you two if you’re peddling the occult at a time like this.”

	“This is the proof that you need along with a way to find out what happened to Andy,” Rachael explained to Olivia then went back to pressuring Emily. “Now, just call her.”

	“Fine. Ligaya,” Emily called out. “Ligaya.”

	“What’s she saying?” Olivia softly questions for she was still out of the loop, still angry, but was slowly calming because of confusion and curiosity.

	“That must be the Aswang’s name,” Rachael assumed. “Huh. Maybe we say Aswang a few times and that’ll make her appear.”

	Emily looked at Rachael with a softly accusing stare. “I’m sure she’s hesitant because you annoyed her.”

	Olivia wanted to ask something that would make sense of what the other two women were going on about but felt unable. She was enraptured by this phantasmic talk. That interest was what kept her silent. It was as if she was holding her breath because making even the smallest sound could break the illusion.

	“Ligayahhh,” Emily elongated.

	A phantom wind seemed to blow through the room, bringing a chill and deepening the shadows. In one corner, away from the windows and lights, the darkness grew into a black spot. From there appeared the Aswang.

	Olivia was able to see a figure that had little form. Few details could be made out from the shroud that was like black strands of hair that tangled with the surrounding darkness. But pale grey skin and gown contrasted well enough to barely be seen within the black mass giving shape to the body of a woman. And red eyes were unmistakably seen peering from the shadows. This was the perception of a person who held belief but knew nothing about the mystic.

	Rachael and Emily saw far more detail for they had grown familiar with Ligaya over the years.

	“What is that?” Olivia questioned.

	“You can tell she’s there,” Rachael was impressed. “You definitely have latent magical abilities then. Maybe we could make a full-fledged Witch out of you yet?”

	“What do you want?” said Ligaya with a spectrally enchanted voice.

	“What?” Rachael was caught off guard by what was said not being understood.

	“She’s pretty much asking what you want,” Emily translated, “with a snarky attitude.”

	“So, she let you hear her but not me?” Rachael realized.

	“Tell her if she wants me to stop bothering her, she needs to stop bothering me first,” said Ligaya with spectral voice again.

	“I told you we got to know each other so she trusts me,” Emily answered. “She just doesn’t want you to know what she’s saying because of the way you’ve been treating her these years. So, suddenly I’m trapped playing a game of telephone. Also, she said for you to stop bothering her if you want her to stop bothering you. Do we really have time for this childishness?”

	“Is she actually being passive-aggressive?” Rachael took offense.

	“That’s what I’m already complaining about,” Emily was more offended. “Though, you’re the one that has treated her like a parasite.”

	“Do you want to ask me something?” said Ligaya pointedly.

	“She’s wondering what you want again,” Emily translated. “This time, she’s asking in earnest.”

	Rachael felt guilty. Partly because of the way she had been treating the Aswang. Yet, because of her many, many experiences, her cynicism toward human spirits was protective caution that she did not feel bad about. Mostly, her shame came from the fact that she was acting antagonistic instead of focusing on what was really important. She needed to make amends to Ligaya else be undeserving of relief, “I’m sorry for the way I’ve treated you. I don’t know if that fixes anything in any way anytime soon, but I need your help. A Gateway was left open, and Andy went missing.” She swallowed back her concern when recalling the situation. “Do you know what happened? Is there a chance he’s alive?”

	Ligaya sighed with a mix of annoyance and remorse before answering, “Yes …” 

	Olivia finally heard a word made by the spirit and was completely surprised. Up until this point, Rachael and Emily only seemed to be bickering with each other, and a few times between their words, there would be a whisper that could not be understood. With this, the perception of Ligaya became clearer.

	“… I know what happened,” Ligaya stated, her voice now audible to all in the room. “Andy is alive …”

	Relief.

	“… but he’s not in this world anymore.”

	“Where is he then?” Rachael implored.

	“I don’t know,” Ligaya admitted. “My possession was severed when he went through the Gate—”

	“What!?” That was a shock to hear.

	Unfamiliar Olivia expressed uncertainty toward the outburst and was compelled to ask, “What’s that mean?”

	Emily answered, “Passing through the door means Andy is in an Otherworld. There’s an infinite number of them. He could be lost forever.”

	“It’s okay,” Rachael assured. “I can open the correct Gateway and bring him back before anything bad happens. I just need to know how the door was opened in the first place.”

	Ligaya told, “He opened the Gate himself …”

	More shock.

	“… but he didn’t know what he was doing,” Ligaya defended with her clarification. “For some reason, he decided to play ‘The Elevator Game’ incorrectly.”

	Rachael became silent as she suddenly felt very powerless knowing there was nothing she could do.

	“That’s good, right?” Olivia presumed. But looking at Rachael made things uncertain. “You know the game, so you can bring him back, right?”

	“‘The Elevator Game’ is unpredictable,” Rachael explained. “All the simple ‘Strange Trip Rituals’ are. Many people go missing or turn up dead when they try them. That’s because they’re not sent to anywhere in particular. They just get thrown into a random Otherworld without an obvious way back. I could do the ritual but the chances of ending up in the same world are … it’s just impossible.”

	“There’s no ritual that can just bring him back?” Olivia interrogated.

	“Not without knowing exactly where he is,” Rachael explained.

	“Then is there a ritual to figure out where that is?” Olivia further interrogated.

	Emily interrupted what was expected to be an endless line of questioning, “That’s not how this works.”

	However, Rachael went quiet for a moment to think and gave a “Maybe.”


Chapter 8: The Phone Call

	 

	 

	 

	“Do we really need to go to Emily’s house to do this?” asked Olivia as she, Rachael, and Emily stepped into the elevator.

	Rachael pressed the button for the ground floor, and they descended as a start to the answer which was then completed by a “Yes. The ritual will work best there. And I’m sure Emily has everything we’ll need.”

	“Well,” Emily wanted to be careful, “let me ask what we’ll be needing just to be sure.”

	“A black, rotary phone and two black cords are the unique materials,” Rachael listed.

	“That’s the ritual you’re planning on using?” Emily was skeptical.

	“What’s the ritual?” Olivia needed further explanation to help against her hesitation with the idea.

	“It’s called ‘The Black Telephone Ritual,’” Rachael named.

	“But it’s not a method for contacting the other side,” Emily explained. “It’s meant for travel to an Otherworld, similar to ‘The Elevator Game.’”

	Rachael assured with a less reassuring fact, “True. But I intend to tweak the ritual so that we can reach Andy. Remember, things like spirit boards and spirit boxes are meant to contact the dead. They’d never work unless he is already …” she did not finish what she was saying, not ready to consider that yet. “This is the best chance to contact a living person in an Otherworld.”

	“Okay,” Olivia accepted because she, too, did not want to think that the worst had happened yet.

	“But if it doesn’t work?” Emily presented the fact that was being avoided.

	“That’s likely to happen when you altered a long-established ritual,” Rachael already readied an excuse.

	“Rachael—” Emily was trying to make the possibility clear so that if it was true then it would not be as painful.

	“Emily!” Rachael interrupted with a snap because she did not want to confront the issue. Then her demeanor returned as she asked, “Your car or mine?”

	 

	 

	 

	The short drive was quiet. Rachael took her car which allowed her the wheel and used her role as the driver to focus on doing the task which was for the best. She knew if she was to speak, the only thing that would come out of her mouth would be thoughts and excuses about the plan. Emily decided to keep to herself. She no longer wanted to keep pushing because whatever she had to say would fall on deaf ears leaving her disappointed. And Olivia was merely along for the ride. She made no small talk because that would feel more awkward in this situation than complete silence.

	They arrived at the home and parked on the curb.

	Smoking on the stoop was Mark who sluggishly waved when he saw them pull up. His long, curly, dirty blonde hair was frizzy and shaken loose from what was usually a bun. His darker-shaded beard seemed a little overgrown on this day. He looked tired by the way he slouched and weaker because of his skinny frame. Though, poor posture did not obscure his tall stature.

	“Hey, Mark,” Rachael greeted.

	“I didn’t think I’d get to see you,” he replied in a very weary yet glad tone.

	“Something kept me here,” she dryly joked.

	“Yeah,” he understood, losing any sense of joy. “How are you? And you, Olivia?”

	“I’m doing well,” Rachael said plainly.

	“Me, too,” Olivia agreed without much consideration.

	Mark gave an empty nod to their answers.

	“I’ll join you two inside in a sec,” Emily said to usher the other women into the house, telling them to, “Look around for the supplies and set things up while I take a minute with my fiancé.”

	Rachael and Olivia entered as they had been asked, leaving Emily and Mark by themselves.

	“I’m surprised you’re home,” Emily noted.

	“A lot of places closed for the day after what happened,” Mark explained. “Honestly though, even with what happened, I think I’d preferred to stay working. That would at least keep me distracted. It’s not like I know what to do in this situation. I’m just left worrying. What about them? They seem rather stoic for two people that are doing well.”

	“They’re trying their hardest to avoid the possibility that Andy could be … he could be dead,” Emily was blunt. “We’re going to attempt a ritual that might allow us to contact him. But I’m afraid if this doesn’t work … what next? We could try to reach him in a thousand different ways and never succeed. When will they realize?” She shook her head because she was not liking any of the things she was saying. The subject was changed, “How are you?”

	“Third cigarette,” as if that was all he needed to say to explain his stress. “You really think he’s dead?”

	“I don’t know?” Emily admitted. “But I’m the only one prepared to accept the worst.”

	“I’m sorry,” Mark said with a grim expression.

	“Why are you apologizing?” Emily disconnected from the anxiety for just that moment to smirk at the kind yet seemingly out-of-place condolence.

	“Because you’ve had to be the rational one up until this point,” Mark recognized. “You’ve not been able to express your own feelings.”

	That spurned Emily to truly reflect on everything that happened since the disaster. She brought her hand to her face and began to rub her brow. A breath attempted to balance the difficult contemplation. Little did that help. Another breath was taken, then she began to cry.

	Mark stepped closer, pulling her into an embrace.

	Emily pressed her head into his chest. Her hands wrapped around him and desperately grabbed hold of him by his shirt. She wept her sorrow-filled words, “Andy might actually be dead.”

	Mark rested the side of his head on top of hers and began to quietly cry just the same as he pulled her in tighter.

	“You idiot,” Emily insulted, her way of showing him love. “What about you? He’s your best friend. You must be feeling the worst.”

	“I am,” Mark admitted. His body could be felt beginning to tremble. “But don’t make this about me. Don’t make this about anybody else other than you, right now. Take care of your feelings first.”

	Emily buried her face into the fabric of his clothes. A long silence stretched before her muffled sobs started. She began to feel heavier as her legs refused to hold her up any longer. The two lowered to the ground and cried in each other’s arms for the loss of a dear friend. They stayed this way for as long as they needed.

	“Damn it,” Emily broke the tension with the declaration. Tears were wiped away and her unshakable façade slowly returned. Though, her bloodshot eyes remained to tell a different story. “This is stupid. You’re stupid. We don’t know if he’s dead yet.”

	“Now you’re sounding like them,” Mark compared but was happy to do so.

	“Whatever. I’m going to head in before they touch something they’re not supposed to,” Emily excused.

	“Do what you need to do,” Mark understood. “I’ll be here not getting in your way. And don’t forget that I love you.”

	“Now you’re just making things awkward,” Emily shied. “Why are you so annoying?”

	“At least I’m not a crybaby,” he playfully mocked.

	“You were crying plenty,” she exposed.

	“I was,” he confessed without shame.

	That left her paused. After slowly recovering, she clumsily shared her feelings, “I love you, too. Now, I’m going inside.” Quick steps moved her passed him before there was a chance of being caught up in another emotional moment.

	Right on the other side of the front door was Rachael setting up a vintage, black rotary phone in the hallway. Set on the same console table, beside the device, were three things – a pen, a sheet of paper, and two long pieces of black cord. Further examination recognized that the lights throughout the rest of the house had been turned off, along with curtains being shut, leaving only the hallway brightly lit.

	“Not going to wait for nightfall?” Emily doubtfully questioned. “It’s barely passed noon. Probably the worst time to be doing the ritual.”

	“The sooner the better,” Rachael hustled. “The longer we wait, the less likely Andy … You know time constraints don’t usually affect my rituals. Just trust me. We do this, and we’ll get to talk to him.”

	“Well,” Emily wanted to maintain reason. “Okay. But please don’t get your hopes up.”

	“This will work as long as we do everything right,” Rachael said with complete optimism.

	“Rachael—”

	Olivia stepped out of the back room, interjecting into the middle of the conversation that she was not aware of, “You have an amazing collection.” Her expression showed how much she truly adored the occult that once held influence over her young life. This was her kid-in-a-candy-shop experience.

	“Thank you,” Emily appreciated. With that interruption, and after taking a long look at Rachael, the decision was made to not keep playing devil’s advocate. Instead, cooperation came by saying, “Just let us know when you want us to step out.”

	“Aren’t we all doing this together?” Olivia assumed.

	Emily shook her head. “Only one person can be in the house for this one.”

	Rachael debatably hummed at the presumption. Then she amended, “That rule is intended for amateurs. You and I have plenty of experience and should be fine doing the ritual together. As for Olivia? She did see Ligaya so … you should join us. I don’t know if it will work if we involve you, but you deserve to be a part of this.”

	“Are you sure?” Olivia was being cautious. “I don’t want to ruin this.”

	“You believe, right?” Rachael tested.

	“Absolutely,” said as if her passion had been completely rekindled.

	“Then we can begin right now,” Rachael readied.

	“What about Ligaya?” Olivia gave the reminder as she looked around for the spirit.

	Emily looked around as well. “She’s not here right now.”

	“Hopefully she stays away,” Rachael’s remark brought Emily’s scolding stare. “What? I’m not being mean. Her presence could interfere.”

	“Then I guess that’s probably why she’s not here,” Emily reasoned.

	“In any case, are you two ready?” Rachael wanted to move forward.

	“I am.”

	“Me, too.”

	“Alright,” Rachael clasped her hands together. But, delaying just a bit more, she gave a warning to Olivia, “Once we begin, say nothing. We’ll give hand signs or show by example if we need you to do anything. Do you understand?”

	“Yes,” Olivia promised.

	“Then let’s begin.”

	Rachael turned around to face the phone with Emily and Olivia watching over her shoulders. One of the black cords came first, being tied tightly around the handset of the phone. Then the handset was picked up and brought to her ear. This sequence of numbers was dialed: zero-two-zero-four-zero-seven-zero. Then the phone was hung up by placing the handset back on the cradle only to be picked up again and a new sequence of numbers input: six-six-six-one-one-one-two. The call went through.

	Dead silence filled the line like static. Yet, in the background, there seemed to be words that were not audible but more sensational. It was as if they were heard from directly behind, slowly becoming something right by, and then invading the back of the mind, I know you’re there.

	The handset was gently placed on the tabletop next to the phone. The three women stepped back and made their way to the next room over, the living area. Once inside, Rachael brought a mechanical watch to her ear, and as soon as the door was shut, began to count the ticks. At precisely one minute, the door was opened, and they returned to the hallway, hanging up the phone and repeating everything they had just done.

	The call went through. Don’t ignore me! came the scream causing only Olivia to jump.

	The phone was placed down again, and they went to the dining room this time to wait the one minute like before. On return, the phone was hung up again, and the numbers were called again for the third time.

	Hey guys, it’s Andy, spoke a voice that was exactly like his, except not from the phone but from somewhere in the room.

	Olivia, not realizing, became elated and was about to speak. Her mouth was quickly covered by Emily’s hand before that terrible mistake was made.

	Come on, Andy’s voice pressed. I know you’re there. Why won’t you say anything? Come on. SAY SOMETHING!

	The voice was ignored as they went to the backroom kitchen, spent a minute in the dark, and came back.

	The final cycle began, and this was where things changed. A new series of numbers were dialed: two-two-eight-two-two. Now, usually, they would go through the fourth door to be transported to an Otherworld. But that was not the goal. They needed to be in the room with the phone. So, the second black cord was pulled out, tied into a loop, and hung on the half-bathroom door that was under the staircase. They did not enter. This resulted in them being locked between worlds instead of traveling between them. This space was technically connected to all Otherworlds and should be within reception range.

	Rachael hung up and called Andy’s cellphone number. There was a ring that was quickly cut off and replaced by silence. Then, “Who … uhm … who is this?” spoke Andy very cautiously.

	Olivia did not know what was real after what happened before. But, seeing Emily begin to smile and Rachael become exhausted with relief, this had to be the real him. 

	“It’s us!” screamed Olivia. “Me and Rachael and Emily!”

	Silence followed.

	“Andrew?” Olivia concerned.

	I don’t know what to say,” Andy admitted. “I just tried to call all of you but didn’t get through. None of this feels real. I don’t even know how I’m supposed to be reacting right now—”

	“Where are you?” Rachael needed more important details.

	“I don’t know,” he remained unhelpful. “Everybody in my office spontaneously combusted. I ran out of the building. But this place isn’t Darkess.”

	“Describe where you’re at,” Rachael instructed. 

	“It’s a city,” he explained. “A massive city that seems to go on forever. And everything is covered in ash. There were two giant creatures. One was practically a walking mountain and the other was something between a bat and a lizard. I don’t know what else. Uhm, the sky is grey with a black sun. Uh … hmm—”

	Hey guys, it’s Andy.

	Rachael slammed the handset on the cradle in anger, hanging up the phone, breaking the phone in fact as the thin wired arms were bent and the whole thing fell onto the floor, denting the metal. “SHIT! We lost connection!”

	Emily gave a wide-eyed look of anger as her property was mishandled.

	“But we know he’s alive,” Olivia declared optimistically.

	“Right,” Rachael acknowledged with little relief. “Let’s get out of this place before bad things start to happen. Look around for an eight-digit number— Never mind,” she found the number right away underneath where the phone had been. Seemed her outburst had helped. She wrote the digits down on a piece of paper. Holding it up to the others, she told, “Remember and repeat this number in your head over and over. Don’t stop until you know when to. And you will know. It’s a strange feeling that happens. When you’re ready, we’re going to close our eyes and open the door that I put the cord on.”

	Soon, each took hold of the doorknob, layering their hands over one another. Their eyes were closed to concentrate. The number played in their minds as many times as needed until, in sync, thoughts fell completely still, and they opened the door together. The air was pulled through the door into the room on the other side as if pressure was being released. Taken with it were shadows, thick with substance like oil, that had begun to accumulate during the ritual, as well as the sensations of being watched, the chill of the spine, and a bitter taste in the mouth. The door was closed immediately after to trap everything within leaving the world feeling normal.

	“You should never open this door ever again,” Rachael warned with guilt in her voice.

	“What?” Emily became frustratingly concerned. “Why?”

	“I’m pretty sure there’s another dimension in there now,” Rachael confessed.

	“What!?” Emily was furious. “That’s the bathroom!”

	“You have a second one,” Rachael said in defense.

	“That’s mine and Mark’s bathroom on the second floor,” Emily argued.

	“Sorry,” Rachael gave into her apathy. “I’ll think of a way to fix this. But let’s start opening the curtains and turning on the lights first.”

	Emily put her fight aside and worked to bring the light back into the house with Olivia.

	Rachael worked on a different responsibility, burning the piece of paper that had the written numbers followed by wrapping the ashes in a new piece of paper that was expertly folded into an origami pouch. She stared intently at the thing but was actually lost in her thoughts thinking about something else.

	Olivia cautiously approached Rachael who was like a statue. The questions came up, “Alright, now that we’ve talked with Andrew, what’s next? Were you able to figure out where he was?”

	“No,” Rachael admitted. Her face squeezed with the pain of despair. She pulled her body in and began to take in shallow breaths. Lips curled tightly to keep in the sudden onset of emotion caused by the question. Her arms crossed to hold everything in, and her fingers clawed her skin. But a painful wail escaped her throat.

	“What’s the matter—” Olivia called out in alarm.

	“I don’t know what I was thinking!” Rachael cried. “How in the hell am I supposed to know where he is!? A city of ash! That means nothing! There are countless Otherworlds! This was pointless!”

	“We know he’s alive,” Olivia reassured, pulling Rachael into a comforting embrace. “That’s something.”

	“But for how long!?” Rachael defied. “He said there were creatures! He’s not like us! He doesn’t know anything about magic! He’s a programmer for Christ’s sake!”

	“But” Emily stated, “we now know there’s a chance. We didn’t have that before. So, let’s try something else. No giving up.”

	Rachael looked over with hopeless uncertainty. Simple words and wants were not going to be enough. There was no place to start, and no known direction to head toward. Finding one person in the endless cosmos was not something achieved by wishful thinking alone.

	That was when a cellphone rang disrupting the tension. Emily slowly pulled the device from her pocket and looked to see who could possibly be calling at this very moment. The number was unknown. But, in these current circumstances, this might be important. She answered without acknowledgment.

	From the other end of the line came, “Emily? This is Marcy.”


Chapter 9: Jailbird, Mall Rat, Church Goer

	 

	 

	Marcy had been returned to her padded cell after her visitation came to a rather abrupt end. Oddly, the solitary room that she had come to know felt quieter than the usual quiet she was used to. Outside sounds were always muffled by the material on the wall but there was never nothing to be heard. A slight shuffling in the hallway, the sharp chirp of a bird through the window, or the patting of a neighbor desperately pounding on the walls often gave ambiance. However, those were nonexistent today. That may have been because of the strange eruption of energy. Now everyone and everything was hesitant to draw attention to themselves.

	Marcy felt certain that everybody would be distracted so nobody would be conducting their patrols as regularly or as intently. But just in case, she wandered over to a corner and tucked her head, allowing her to hide what she was planning.

	“Ligaya,” Marcy whispered with a strong intention to summon the Aswang.

	The hollow room became more like a husk as the empty air turned eerily dense and the temperature plummeted. The presence of Ligaya appeared behind Marcy as if the two were standing back-to-back.

	“Do you know what happened?” Marcy asked as she still faced away.

	“A Gateway was left open …” Ligaya answered though she hung on to the end of her words as she considered what more to say. “Andy was the one responsible. But he did it by accident. And he even accidentally went through to the other side.”

	“Everybody must be worried.”

	“The city is in a panic,” Ligaya did notice.

	“I was talking about Rachael, Emily, and Mark.”

	“Right,” Ligaya realized. “I should have assumed they were who you were talking about. They don’t know yet.”

	“How about yourself?” Marcy questioned. “Are you worried?”

	“He barely believed in me when I first appeared,” Ligaya said as if to explain her feelings. “And he never even saw a glimpse of me again after what happened with you three years ago.”

	“That’s not what I’m asking,” Marcy encouraged a real answer.

	“I hope he’s alright,” Ligaya admitted. “He talked to himself a lot, and I liked to pretend he was talking to me.”

	“Then let’s go get him back,” Marcy decided. “Maybe there’s even a chance we can provide the others with good news before they realize what happened.”

	“You’re finally planning on leaving this place?” Ligaya assumed.

	“If you’re willing to help me,” was Marcy’s way of asking.

	“You don’t need my help getting out of here,” Ligaya believed.

	“You would think,” Marcy was confident. “But there are two layers of barriers keeping me sealed in this building. Emily still hates me, and the other was placed by that late-night guest I had a month back. There will be no punching my way out of here. But my magic can counteract theirs.”

	“What do you need?” Ligaya readily agreed.

	“I’ll be using a Blood Passage,” Marcy explained. “I just need you to create a Blood Door somewhere on the outside. Preferably, a place near the mall.”

	“Your blood is required for both doors,” Ligaya was aware, “and you’re the one who has to put them both up.”

	“I know.” Marcy placed a finger in her mouth, tucked between her molars, and bit hard. The bone crunched. Twisting her jaw ripped the flesh. Then she tore a piece of fabric from her hospital gown to absorb plenty of blood. The cloth and finger were handed over to Ligaya. “Your paint and your brush. These should be enough.”

	“You think so?” Ligaya sounded skeptical, but she intended to help, “Then I’ll go right now. However, I’m not as sure of this as you clearly are,” she admitted as she waggled the dismembered finger. She then vanished to go and fulfill her role.

	“Who said I was sure?” Marcy whispered to herself. But there was little time to waste on reflection.

	She began the process of creating a Blood Door. Clenching her hand repeatably pumped more blood from the stump which was then pressed against the wall. Starting at the base, she dragged her hand up, dragged in an arch, and dragged back down to create the basic outline of a doorway. Another arch was created to form the frame, and within the frame, numerous runes were imprinted along the full perimeter. Three symbols were also placed on the inside. The first was an hourglass shape with both ends left open, and the center circled. The second was a V within a larger V, their points aligned and joined together by a vertical line. The last was made of two block-shaped Cs that were beside each other. That was all that was needed, at least on this side as the door remained nothing more than a bloodstain on the wall. The rest was up to Ligaya.

	Marcy moved across the room and placed a single hand against the door to her cell since it would only be a matter of time until the staff noticed what she had done. The last thing she wanted was an intrusion while waiting for the Blood Passage to open. Maybe a minute went by before a shuffling could be heard in the hall followed by a sudden push on the door.

	“Marcy!” screamed a concerned someone on the other side, “Let us in! Somebody, get this door open!”

	“We’re trying!” another declared. “It won’t budge.”

	Marcy smiled at how little effort she actually needed to keep the door shut. Seemed she could wait all day if needed. But that was not necessary. The air split, filling the room with a torrent of wind and glowing red light that came from the open rift. The frame oozed and dripped like neon, red wax. Inside floated globs of the same fluid being slowly pulled by the twisting space toward the sinking depths that the passage led.

	Now was the time to go. Marcy lessened her hold on the door which allowed it to begin opening just a bit. Then she shoved it shut extremely hard, knocking back whoever was on the other side. That gave her the opportunity to cross the room and enter the Blood Door before anyone enter the cell.

	When those outside the cell collected themselves, they burst through the no-longer-stuck door. The half dozen staffers were left perplexed as they stood around, holding various tools of restraint. Marcy was gone along with any trace of what she had been doing.

	The pocket realm beyond the Blood Door was malice incarnate. Fused flesh made a bridge leading from one entrance to the other, entrails hanging off the sides and dangling over the swirling red void below. Red globs slowly orbited in the pink foggy air around the path. Violence echoed from all around. And small, bare feet squished in the viscera with each step.

	Reaching the second Blood Door, Marcy exited out the other side of the passage. Where she found herself was right at the mall, in the back room of a currently unused storefront.

	Ligaya was waiting there, holding up the finger to be returned.

	“Thanks,” Marcy offered her gratitude as she took back her finger. The severed ends were pressed back together. Flesh and bone re-fused and repaired quickly.

	Ligaya then had to confess, “Not going to lie, I didn’t think this would work.”

	Marcy responded with the same sentiment, “I had similar doubts as anyone would. But magic is about pushing past those doubts to find the unknown.”

	“Poetic,” Ligaya deemed. “Though, that was what got you in trouble in the first place.”

	“Part of the risk,” Marcy accepted.

	“If you say so,” Ligaya left the issue at that and moved on to “What now?”

	“I need to do a little shopping,” Marcy stated the obvious.

	“For clothes?” Ligaya assumed.

	“That won’t be necessary.”

	Marcy peaked out of the back room and saw the full-bodied mannequins that were currently using the space as advertisement. She snuck up behind one, grabbed it, and dragged it out of view. The hospital gown was stripped for a white summer dress paired with white slippers, and a white sunhat that was adorned with fake white flora. The outfit was the type of cliché meant only for display. However, on her with her radiant skin that nearly matched the same vibrancy, she appeared as pure as light.

	Ligaya detached her stare.

	“What are you being indifferent about this time?” Marcy noticed.

	“I just find it unfair how, even after three years locked up, you’re this beautiful,” Ligaya grumbled.

	“I accept your compliment,” Marcy was happy to hear. She even felt the need to wind up her fist with a “hmmm” and threw a friendly punch with a “ha-cha,” following then with kindness, “But you need to hush yourself. You’re beautiful, too, especially for someone who’s been dead for fifty years. I can only hope to look as good as you when my time comes. But,” not able to just give a compliment, “you do have dark circles under your eyes. If you didn’t worry as much as you do, you’d be perfect.”

	“Thanks.” Ligaya rolled her eyes knowing Marcy was not being catty, just socially inept to the fact that her comment was rude.

	“You’re welcome. Now, let’s find an electronic store.”

	“Electronics?” Ligaya had not expected.

	“You’ll see what I have planned,” Marcy tantalized. “Oh, before you ask how I’m going to pay, could you go get my wallet? It’s at the clubhouse.”

	“Why do I feel like a dog playing fetch?” Ligaya complained before vanishing to do as she was asked.

	Marcy stepped out of the storefront with so much composure that nobody would even consider questioning why she was back there in the first place. Though, most were already distracted by current events being displayed on the television sets placed around the mall. Events that she was aware of and ignored. More important to her was a quick look at the directory that let her know where she needed to head. There was a place called ‘The Stack,’ on the other side of the mall.

	Entering the store, Marcy was immediately approached by one of the employees, and she said to him, “I’m surprised you’re open with what happened downtown.”

	“Still not sure what exactly happened,” he admitted. “But things don’t sound too good,” eyes glancing over to a television that was currently showing the news. “My co-worker did walk out because she has family in the building. It’s been a strange day.”

	“You’re telling me,” Marcy established commonality. “I was close by when the explosion happened and whatever happened ended up destroying my electronics.”

	“Really?” He was surprised to hear this but did believe the lie because how was he supposed to know otherwise? “Sounds like you need help finding something.”

	“I’m just looking for a cheap laptop at the moment,” Marcy expressed her financial difficulty, “and a disposable phone. I’ll get real replacements when I can afford them.”

	“Then come right over here.” The employee led. “We have a few that range between a hundred to two hundred dollars. And we have a few ten-dollar flip phones. Though, loading the fewest amount of minutes would cost an extra fifteen dollars.”

	Marcy sucked air between her teeth and then sighed as if she was upset before accepting, “Those will have to do. Guess it’s instant Ramen until payday.”

	“Well …”

	She looked at him with big eyes, then smiled and shook her head slightly. “I don’t know what you’re thinking but you don’t need to worry about me. I should be fine. I … think anyway. Actually. I worked in the building that blew up. It was just a part-time job as a barista at the coffee shop on the first floor, but that’s probably not the case anymore. At least not until they reopen the building.” She rubbed her brow in frustrating misery. “I’ll just get the phone. Then I can call my professors and let them know what happened. They should extend their deadlines. Obviously. With everything that’s happened.”

	“Well,” he was suddenly feeling sympathetic. “That probably would work out. But I’ve had a few hard-ass professors in my time that don’t care about tragedies. I don’t want you to be punished—”

	“Don’t worry,” she stopped him there.

	“You’re the one that doesn’t need to worry,” he assured. “I can’t make everything free, but I’ll preload some minutes on the phone, and how about a ten percent discount on the laptop?”

	Marcy acted pained to accept the deal but did, “Thank you. I really appreciate this. But you’re sure you’re not going to get in trouble?”

	“Nah,” he happily dismissed as he felt good for helping a girl in need. “This is ‘business.’ The cheap laptops don’t sell too often without deals anyway. Just don’t tell anybody about the free minutes.”

	Marcy took hold of his hand for a moment as she showed gratitude, “Thank you so much.” 

	“Of course.” He was blushing.

	They walked over to the register, and he stepped around the counter while she stood in front. At that moment, she began to feel a sense of concern with her ruse because she had no way of paying still.

	“Is something the matter?” The employee asked.

	“Just—”

	“Took forever,” Ligaya gave an excuse as she arrived perfectly on time. “The roof collapsed on the place. I had to search through the rubble.” The words were only audible to Marcy.

	“No issue,” Marcy said to Ligaya even though it appeared to be said at the man.

	Marcy folded her hands behind her back and the black wallet was passed over, materializing from the metaphysical reality into the physical one. She brought it out and paid with a black credit card. Final thanks were given, the bag was taken, and she stepped out quickly.

	Standing outside in the sun, Ligaya could not help but comment, “You could have gotten those for free.”

	“Brainwashing is inhumane,” Marcy mentioned.

	“You don’t consider what you did brainwashing?” Ligaya presented. “I saw the receipt. A discounted laptop. And he didn’t even charge you for the phone.”

	“But I didn’t strip him of his free will,” Marcy held up her moral ambiguity. “I just made a compelling argument. He made his choices.”

	“Really? You know …” her speech slowed because of a sudden echo in her ears, “man … ip … ulation isn’t that different?”

	“What was that?” Marcy noticed. “Why did you get distracted?”

	“Emily’s calling me,” Ligaya answered. “She probably also wants to know what happened.”

	“You should go,” Marcy steered. “I’ll be fine on my own for now.”

	“Rachael’s with her,” Ligaya complained.

	“I could tell you to be the bigger person,” Marcy presented the opportunity.

	“Everybody always sides with Rachael,” Ligaya accused. “You know she’s the one that started it.” There was a bit of guilty sympathy. “But she’s probably worried about Andy, too. I’ll go. Call me when you need me.”

	“Will do.”

	So, Ligaya vanished.

	Marcy, no longer with company, began toward the next location that was no more than a ten-minute walk away. That was the other reason why being at the mall was important, not just for supplies but also for the short travel distance. However, the small church she planned to use was discovered barred and sealed after having been nearly burned down. This seemed to be a setback. But there was a chance that the fire damage might actually be good fortune. She would be able to work without interference. That is as long as the confession booth was not completely destroyed.

	Marcy wandered around the perimeter looking for an opening to exploit. The best spot was a half-crumbled window covered by a sheet of strand board. She easily tore down the wood and vaulted through. Pale feet and white footwear were immediately ruined by soot upon entering.

	The area where the pews used to be had received the worst damage as mostly only charcoal remained. On the contrary, at the other end of the room, the altar was almost entirely untouched by the flames. The confession booth that was between the two sides remained intact, though, not without some scorching on the side. But the thing would still work.

	Marcy propped open the door where confessors would sit. This allowed entry of wandering spirits or other types of entities. She then stepped into the other, curtained side where the priest would be. After waiting no more than a minute, footsteps approached.

	“Father?” spoke the soft voice of a woman.

	“My apologies,” Marcy expressed. “I’ll listen if you wish to speak, but I’m not a priest. Also, I’d like to ask something of you in return.”

	Not interested, the footsteps were heard leaving, and seconds later, another pair approached, heavy and slow.

	Voice, distorted, deep, and dark, inclined, “I heard you want to make a deal.”

	“I’m looking for today’s URL,” Marcy explained.

	“I don’t know what that is,” the thing admitted. “But I’m certain, if the exchange is right, I can find this URL for you.”

	“Could you please send somebody that does know?” Marcy kindly requested. “No offense to you, old Djinn, but this is modern magic.”

	There seemed a disappointing grumble as footsteps left to be replaced by a different, more human-sounding pair. 

	“Today’s URL?” asked the spirit.

	“Yes,” that was what Marcy wanted.

	A folded and rolled piece of paper was pushed through a hole in the grated window, left stuck for Marcy to take, and then the footsteps made their leave. She pinched and pulled the slip, and then stepped out of the booth before looking at the contents. The last thing she wanted was to disappoint another passing spirit by overstaying. What she had been given when she checked was what she had been looking for.

	She took a seat on the altar and pulled out the laptop since this ruined building was as good a place as any to search the Eternally Wide Web. In fact, this place was probably better than most since there would be less of a chance connecting to the internet. Connecting to the World Wide Web was not required nor advised else risk unleashing a demon like a virus.

	The URL was put in, connecting to the EWW without a problem. The initial sight was not that special for a Gateway to the supernatural version of the internet, essentially a nameless search engine. She typed ‘otherworldly passage’ in the search box and an infinite number of results were given. Yet, she navigated through them expertly to find one that she knew she could trust. On the site, with web design like something from the nineties, she was able to purchase an access key using the same black credit card. Now she just needed to pick up her purchase. But, before doing so, the laptop needed to be destroyed. That was because leaving the device intact risked bringing problems from the other side into this world.

	Marcy scratched a rune on the back of the laptop with her fingernail and then tossed it onto the floor. It caught fire and burned with black flames and thick smoke as the plastic hissed and popped.

	The flames danced sporadically as a sudden wind blew into the building.

	“Welcome back,” Marcy greeted Ligaya. “You took longer than I expected. Did they have a lot to ask you?”

	“No.” Ligaya explained, “I told them what they needed to hear and stayed for a bit after hearing what they planned to do, which is conduct ‘The Black Telephone Ritual.’ Then I went to see Mark. He … he holds his composure well when around others, but I caught him crying when he thought nobody was looking.”

	“When did he start seeing you?” Marcy had not known.

	“He still doesn’t,” Ligaya clarified. “Emily’s told him about me, and I think he believes her, but like Andy, he doesn’t have a magic bone in his body. I was just checking up on him because I wanted to.”

	“How kind of you,” Marcy praised. “Though, I can’t entirely agree with you assuming Andy’s lack of magical bones.”

	“What do you mean?” Ligaya was surprisingly confused and very curious.

	“You have yet to wonder how Andy accidentally opened a Gateway?” Marcy brought into question. “You never wondered how he was able to accidentally pass through to the other side? I’m just saying there’s more to him than the rest of you believe.”

	“You knew this?” Ligaya, immediate to believe, immediately started interrogating.

	“I might be wrong,” Marcy acted uncertain. “Anyways, what I might know doesn’t matter right now—”

	“Don’t change the subject,” Ligaya fought to keep on topic.

	“I think saving Andy is more important than anything else at the moment,” Marcy reminded. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

	“Fine,” Ligaya understood. “You’re right.”

	“I always am,” Marcy said narcissistically. “I’ll tell you everything once I finish up here. For now …”

	Marcy approached the church doors and knocked five times, no more, no less. Then she waited. And waited. And waited. The one on the other side was really taking their time, and there was nothing more she could do other than wait. She knew not to knock again no matter what or how long the wait was. Doing so would bring the Devil to the door. So, she waited. Waited. Waited. Finally, the door was answered. That on the other side stayed mostly hidden aside from a single, human hand that reached through.

	“You kept me standing here for nearly forty minutes,” Marcy accused.

	The hand was sweating and even curled back with fear. A detached, male voice stammered, “Well …—”

	“No need to explain,” Marcy understood right away. “The Devil made you hold me up hoping I would get impatient and knock again. He should know I’m not that stupid.”

	“He really wants you,” the voice said.

	“And I want what I purchased,” she moved the situation along.

	“Right.” The hand withdrew for a moment and returned holding an iron key. Once taken, the door slammed shut without any more exchange of any kind.

	Marcy gave a partly sarcastic, “Thanks,” to the door after the rude departure. “Whatever, we got what we came for.”

	Ligaya looked at the key and tried to drag out an explanation, “That’s for?”

	“The means to getting Andy back,” Marcy informed. “I think it’s time to call the others and plan to meet up.”


Chapter 10: Pains of the Past

	 

	 

	Emily immediately pulled the phone away from her ear and gave an upset look. Somehow, her barrier placed on the Mim Melody facility had failed to keep Marcy confined. The demand was made, “Why are you calling?”

	“I’m aware of the situation,” Marcy led with, “and I have a way to get Andy back,” her voice was loud enough over the phone to be heard by all.

	Both Rachael and Olivia lit up with a sense of hope and Olivia blurted, “Really?”

	Emily scowled at the excitement and asserted, “We can’t trust her.”

	“That’s not true,” Rachael was quick to defend.

	“After everything she did—” Emily began to stress.

	“Doesn’t mean she can’t be trusted,” Rachael defended again.

	“She’s gone too far—!” Emily accused as her voice raised.

	“No, she hasn’t!” Rachael began shouting first.

	“She killed a person!” Emily screamed a reminder.

	“We both know there was more to that situation!” Rachael moved in close and pointed a finger as she berated, “You just hate her for personal reasons. I don’t care. Andy’s out there, and everything we just did didn’t get us any closer to saving him. She says she can help. You can stay here and cry over the dead if you want, but I’m going to try to save my brother’s life.”

	Emily clenched the cellphone tightly as her anger rose. “Do what you want!” and she threw it as hard as she could at Rachael. Rachael reflexively flinched but was hit on the side of the head with a heavy crack. The phone clattered on the floor. Silence followed as both processed what happened and both became deeply saddened by the action.

	Emily stormed off on the verge of tears.

	Rachael stood petrified with her lip quivering. Her tears were held back as false composure was gained with a sniffle and wipe of her nose. She picked up the phone and asked, “Are you still there?”

	“Are you okay?” Marcy asked back. “I heard your argument but what actually happened?”

	“Nothing you need to worry about,” Rachael avoided. “You said you can help get Andy back? What do you need?”

	“Just …” Marcy was hesitant because she was still concerned. Sighing pushed aside those feelings to focus on what was being asked of her. “Meet me at the clubhouse. Bring plenty of salt, candles, matches, anything that can be used to make a strong barrier. The most important thing to bring is the largest television you can find. Also, I know you attempted ‘The Black Telephone Ritual.’ If you haven’t destroyed the phone yet, please bring that.”

	“Alright,” Rachael did not question a thing. “I’ll see you soon.”

	“Actually,” Marcy advised, “don’t make your way here until nightfall. And, before you object, this won’t work until then, and there is nothing that can change that. Just try getting some sleep.”

	After a long pause, Rachael flippantly agreed, “Fine. See you then,” and then hung up the phone. Arms loosely hung at her side as her body deflated. Waiting was torturous.

	“So, what’s the plan?” Olivia cautiously asked.

	“We’re going to meet Marcy when the sun sets,” Rachael informed.

	“Okay,” Olivia accepted and even acted optimistic with a half-joke, “So soon? Good thing it always gets dark around six this time of the year.”

	Rachael responded with nothing.

	The weight of feeling out of place and useless finally began to crush Olivia in that silence. She wanted to save Andy but could not on her own. She needed to rely on these strangers, but she did not know how to do that after witnessing everything that happened up to this point. She knew nothing about them, why they felt the way they felt, and why they acted as they did. She needed to understand. Where to start but with “This Marcy. Who is she? What did she do?”

	“She’s …” Rachael stumbled around giving an answer as she stumbled into the living room. “Marcy is …” she collapsed on the couch and stared up at the ceiling. Tired. Suffering. She did not want to talk anymore so no answer was going to be given.

	Olivia began to fall into a depression as it seemed clear nothing was going to be explained and nothing would be resolved.

	A “Hey?” was called from the front door.

	Olivia turned to see Mark peeking inside and waving her to come to him. She looked back to Rachael one more time who appeared to have passed out already. There would be no conversation had here. Olivia, unsure how to be, went over to Mark, joining him outside on the stoop. Standing outside discovered the day had become colder.

	Mark was smoking yet another cigarette. There was no knowing how many he had gone through at this point, but the ashtray was rather full. But this would be his last, at least for the moment. He took one final drag before stripping the ember off the end. This was him being considerate so that he did not blow smoke during the time they were talking.

	Olivia started the conversation with something simple and not so serious, “This magic stuff is crazy, right?”

	“Wouldn’t know,” Mark casually confessed.

	“Really?” That surprised her.

	“I haven’t experienced much more of the paranormal than what any normal person would,” he assured. “Nothing that a normal person couldn’t experience. Voices whispering in my ear. Being groped in the middle of the night. The occasional naked lady walking through my hallways. Then again, all that might have just been Emily.” He exhaustedly sighed at his poorly crafted jokes. “But, in complete seriousness, I’ve actively avoided haunted hotspots where normal people tend to disappear. I’m not that curious about this stuff.”

	“So, normal people don’t usually see ghosts?” She presumed.

	“Pretty much,” he answered with far more clarification than was expected, “It really depends on the person and the place. The more magical a person, hm, well, Rachael explained it as how much a person believes is what makes it easier for them to experience the supernatural. But places that have lots of magic can still be experienced even by those who have very little belief.”

	“But you seem to believe,” she pointed out. “Shouldn’t you have magical abilities then?”

	“I am pretty good at pulling things out of my ass,” he said as if that was an ability. Then becoming serious again, “Apparently, magic’s hereditary. It’s not just how much an individual believes but how much their ancestors did, too. Ever wonder why there are so many Witches in history but very few magic men?”

	“I never really thought about it?” She admitted.

	“Forgive me for being a man-hater,” he said in jest, though, sighed with disappointment. “I think it’s fair to say men have been repressing women and their gifts for a long time instead of embracing those ideas. Which is dumb. I would have loved to be a Witch. What I got instead was to be a failing comedian working part-time as a bartender. Oh, the dream my forefathers had for me. Rachael and Emily can shoot fire from their hands. I get to tell dick jokes.”

	“Some would say that’s a win,” Olivia joked along.

	“I’ve won but at what cost?” Mark quoted.

	“So, you can’t experience magic,” she iterated. “Why do you believe in it then?”

	“Just because I can’t do magic doesn’t mean it’s not real,” Mark could recognize. “Emily and Rachael are experts in this stuff. I believe them even if I can’t experience most of the things they’ve told me. I’ve never seen the planet from space either, but I know the world’s not flat.”

	“You’re a cool guy,” she complimented.

	“We’ve never really gotten the chance to know each other, have we?” Mark began to realize.

	“We met once at my wedding,” from what she remembered.

	“Hm?” Mark realized. “Just once? You’re my best friend’s wife, and we only met once. Being an adult sucks, doesn’t it? We become so wrapped up in our own lives that we barely spend time with those closest to us. We forget who they were. We never get to know who they’ve become.”

	“Poignant,” Olivia noted. “Are you talking about Emily and Marcy?”

	“That’s what you really wanted to know, right?” Mark was offering the details.

	Olivia slowly nodded her head, cautious about what she might learn.

	Mark looked off in thought. Everything he said was slowly spoken and methodically thought out, “You’re wrapped up in all this. It’s only fair that you know.

	“I guess I’ll start with Marcy. She used to be very timid as a kid all the way through high school, or maybe better described as awkward. Perhaps, uncertain of herself. In any case, that changed when she began to develop her magic abilities thanks in part to Rachael unlocking the power with her own. Marcy became far more arrogant after that. She began to push the boundaries of right and wrong, delving into black magic. Blood magic. A few animals went missing around the neighborhood. The first signs of a developing psychopath.

	“But … this is the but part … believe it or not, she never became a bad person. She was always protective of us. She was very protective of human life in general. Few people could separate ethics the way she could. How does a person deal with a demon for the sake of saving a life without inadvertently causing worse problems? She seemed capable. Then a person died. Us in the group are aware of what happened, and we, aside from Emily, did not hate her because we know the real her. Still, the authorities committed her to an asylum.

	“The real issue is … something more personal. I think I heard Rachael scream about that a minute ago. Hm. Forgive me if I take a second to get through this.” He cleared his throat of a sadness from the past. “I’m as much involved in what happened. How do I even start this?

	“You see, Emily was pregnant at one point in our relationship. Nearly at the exact same time, she was discovered to be in the earliest stage of ovarian cancer. A lucky catch the doctors said. Symptoms don’t appear until the late stages. It was very treatable at that point in time. Even so, it didn’t feel lucky. That was because, for Emily to get the lifesaving surgery, she would have to get an abortion first. She didn’t want to for reasons, one being, after the surgery, we would no longer be able to conceive a child again. The child we had conceived was her only chance to give birth, to be a mother, even if only for a moment.

	“The thing is, we could have seen the pregnancy through. There was a surprisingly low risk of losing the child. However, if we waited eight months, the cancer would be too far along at that point. Surgery would be impossible. Chemotherapy would be her only chance, and even then, her chance of survival would be extremely unlikely. In the end, it was either her life or the child. She chose the child. I didn’t agree, but I wasn’t going to argue. No matter my feelings, no matter what responsibilities I would be left with, her life was her own.

	“Then Marcy did a thing. The situation was strange mainly because we didn’t even realize what happened. Just, one day, Emily’s reproductive organs were gone, and with them the cancer and the baby. Somehow. Magic? We wouldn’t have found out until the next time Emily got a checkup. But Marcy told us beforehand out of respect. Emily didn’t believe it at first. But it was true. After that, Emily truly hated Marcy because Marcy took away her only chance to have a child.”

	“I’m sorry,” Olivia sympathized.

	“I don’t often think about this stuff anymore but, when I’m reminded, I can’t help wondering about what if everything worked out. If both lived. How happy would that have made me? Then I wonder what if I lost them both. I compare those feelings and know that I can live without a child, but I can’t live without Emily. I would rather not risk her for the sake of our unborn child. I’m honestly very grateful to Marcy for what she did. But does that make me selfish?”

	“I don’t think so,” Olivia supported his feelings.

	“Right,” he did not appear to believe her. Then he said, as if to excuse himself and the grief, “That was years ago. No point dwelling on what can’t be changed. I’m going to head inside and see how Emily’s doing.”

	“Okay.” There seemed not much more to be offered than that.

	Olivia was left alone to process these things that were so foreign. Not just the magic but also the people. After what she had been told, and everything she had experienced, the only thing she understood was how little she fit in. The others had such a long history together. She only really knew Andrew. Yet, that no longer seemed to be completely true anymore since he had never shared this part of his life with her. She could give him the benefit of the doubt seeing as he might not have wanted to be involved in this part anymore. Unfortunately, his detachment had made things far more difficult for himself and herself. He was now right in the middle of everything he was trying to avoid, and she did not know what to do or who to rely on.

	Soon, Olivia could not stand the pointless dwelling and turned around to head back inside. But she was stopped by a surprise. Sitting beside the door was the Aswang.

	“You’re Ligaya?”

	“That’s me,” Ligaya confirmed. “And you’re Andy’s wife.”

	“I am,” Olivia confirmed as well. “Were you listening the entire time?”

	“I was,” Ligaya confessed. “I’m always here or there.”

	“Andrew never told me about you,” Olivia remarked before making an assumption, “Probably because he has no magic abilities like Mark.”

	For a split second, Ligaya got caught remembering everything that Marcy had explained about Andy. But those details were kept a secret from Olivia, and the others for that matter. As well, they were not the reasons why Andy did not speak of Ligaya.

	Ligaya explained, “That wouldn’t matter. Mark knows I exist even if he can’t see me. Andy, however, refuses to believe in me anymore. He’s distanced himself from the rest of the group.”

	“Distanced himself?” Olivia was not certain how true the claim was. “Mark’s his best friend. And he went to lunch with Rachael just the other day.”

	“Sure,” Ligaya recognized those things to be true. “But how often does he talk about them?”

	“I guess not that often,” Olivia had to admit.

	“Exactly.” Ligaya sighed. “Mark failed to mention a lot of things to you. But maybe that was on purpose. So, maybe I shouldn’t mention them either?”

	“Then why are you telling me in the first place?” Olivia was preceptive.

	“You’re right.” Ligaya looked upset. “You figured me out. But do you really want to know? What I have to say might make things more difficult for you.”

	“I … believe you,” Olivia admitted. “I don’t know how the situation could get worse with how bad everything already is, but I’m not going to pretend that things can’t get worse. Still, I talked to Mark because I needed to know. And, whatever you have to say, I need to know that, too.”

	“Okay,” Ligaya approved. “You see, after Marcy was committed for what she’d done, Andy put everyone and all this stuff at arm’s length. He treated magic and the interest in the supernatural as a dangerous delusion. He had to so he could blame the occult for Marcy’s actions instead of blaming her. And, because the rest still believed in magic, he became cautious of them from then on.”

	“Seems so extreme,” Olivia expressed her disbelief.

	“It was his response to protect his heart,” Ligaya revealed, “which I was getting to. More stuff you’ve yet to be told about is that he and Marcy were once together. They seemed inseparable. First love and all.”

	Olivia appeared to slip into a lethargic sorrow as she came to understand. “I see.”

	“Now you know,” Ligaya claimed. “Why Emily hates Marcy. And why Andy is so distant with everybody.”

	“No,” Olivia recognized something was still missing. “It’s come up a lot, but nobody’s actually said why Marcy kill that person.”

	“Self—,” Ligaya bit her tongue against her own will. “I wish I could say more—”

	“Then why don’t you?” Olivia accused. “You’ve told me so much already. Why be obscure now?”

	“Life would have been so much easier for all of us if Marcy and I could’ve spoken honestly about what happened,” Ligaya said with frustration, and pain, creeping into her voice. “But there’s a literal cuhhhr—” she cringed with pain. “Damn it!”

	“What was that?” Olivia became concerned all of a sudden as she witnessed the reaction.

	“I can’t say that much.” Ligaya winced as her eyes went wide as she realized saying even just that had a backlash. She tried to keep to the known facts, “The man was a bad person. This wasn’t randahhh— He didn’t just want to hurt herrr—” choking and gripping the center of her chest, she began to cough smoke and embers.

	“Enough!” Olivia stopped Ligaya from continuing. “Sorry. I didn’t realize.” There was a pause for concern. “You can’t speak about what happened … because of some kind of … magic. I get that now. But, just from what you tried to say, I know there’s something not right about what happened.”

	Ligaya dared not say another word or even nod her head for fear of the curse.

	“Why not try to tell the others?” Olivia suggested. “Just because I don’t know what you were trying to tell me, I do know somethings wrong.”

	“Rachael would never listen to me, and Emily doesn’t care,” Ligaya revealed the obvious.


Chapter 11: No Time for Reunion

	 

	 

	Rachael woke in a panic and fell off the couch.

	Olivia, who was sitting nearby watching television, was startled by the sudden commotion, and asked, “Are you okay?”

	“I’m fine,” Rachael swore in a less than convincing manner. She sat up and rubbed her face. “What time is it?”

	“A little after five,” Olivia answered. “The sun’s just now setting. I was about to wake you.”

	“We should get going,” Rachael said impatiently. “I’d like to meet Marcy as early as possible. We also need to pick up a tv, and I don’t know how long that’ll take.”

	Emily stepped into the room at that moment, having been drawn by the sudden smack on the floor. She stood in the doorway with her arms crossed, trying to appear strong. But there was a pit in her stomach from so much anxiety. Confronting Rachael after what happened was difficult. Too difficult. Instead of making mention of the incident, Emily pointed at the television in the living room as she said instead, “Let’s just take this one.”

	“So, you decided to come?” Rachael assumed, not able to look at Emily.

	Emily felt great guilt from the avoided eye contact. “Of course, I’m coming. I want to save Andy as much as you.”

	Rachael did not seem to believe that. Even so, “I won’t argue.”

	The awkwardness became thicker. Emily realized there was no avoiding the problem. At least not if she wanted to keep her friend. “I’m sorry. About throwing the phone. About putting my feelings above what’s going on.”

	“Let’s just get going,” Rachael brushed the apology aside.

	“Rachael,” Emily emphasized her name hoping to start a dialogue.

	“I get it,” Rachael assured. “You have reasons for your feelings, and I won’t hold them against you. But we don’t need to talk about it. I don’t think we have the time to talk anyways. At least not as much as we would need. We’ll just end up glossing over the situation, and I don’t want that. So, let’s put it aside for now. But I do forgive you. Now, let’s get going.”

	The situation was not resolved, but the two of them were feeling better about each other. The awkwardness could be put aside enough for them to work together without conflict.

	“Thank you,” Emily showed appreciation. “Let’s get the television put in the car, which Mark can help with. Then we can be off. Was there anything else we needed?”

	“Items for making barriers,” Rachael listed. “And, if you haven’t destroyed the rotary phone yet, we should bring it.”

	“Wow,” Emily shockingly realized, “We forgot to destroy the phone. I can’t believe we made such a mistake.” Her head shook disappointedly at herself for her irresponsibility. “But I guess that works out for us.”

	“Sure does,” Rachael said with sass only to then draw back her attitude to reassure, in an exhausted tone, “It could have been bad by not destroying that thing but try not to worry too much. Today’s been very difficult and unpredictable. We’re all making mistakes.”

	“You’re right,” Emily could not help but agree. “And it’s not going to end until we get this done.”

	Everybody was in agreement, and there was no longer a need to discuss the problems, nor did anyone want to press the issues. They mostly kept to themselves as they packed the supplies into the car. Then the four of them departed.

	 

	 

	 

	On the outskirts of Darkess, Mark parked the car on the side of the road next to the woods. Though, this was not some out-of-place location. Civilization was one block ahead where houses lined a country road.

	A familiar home was right around the corner. Rachael and Andy’s family once lived out here back when their parents were alive; the property now sold. In the backyard of their former home, into the woods a short way, was where the old clubhouse would be found.

	Despair loomed over the group as they remembered this place both fondly and foully, the foulness feeling far more intense. At the moment, they existed in a hopeful reality where they still believed Andy was alive. Yet, each could not help the subconscious consideration of how things would change if he was dead.

	So began the death march.

	They got out of the car and gathered the supplies from the popped trunk. Emily and Mark carried the television. Olivia took a bag filled with various types of candles, crystals, incense, and salts. Rachael was responsible for the black phone.

	Together, they entered the woods with caution even though they did not have to go so deep. The real concern came from how dark the day had already turned and for the rumors, which they knew to be true, about supernatural creatures that stalked the Olden Woods. Even close enough to still see the street where they parked, to see the houses along the other road, there was the underline fear that something would wander out from the depths.

	The sight of the old clubhouse brought relief for they might find shelter from any possible evils that lurked. The little shack was well hidden behind the cover of trees.

	It was not built but found one day when Rachael, Emily, and Marcy were children playing. They made the rickety thing, whose wood was rotten, nails were rusted, and completely infested by bugs and vermin, their domain, and their parents restored it for them. So many times, they filled bowls full of water, picked flowers, grabbed handfuls of dirt, and threw twigs into a brew to create a concoction that never would have worked. To see how far they had come was astounding.

	“Looks just like it did when we were kids,” Emily reminisced.

	“Those were fun days,” Rachael remembered them fondly.

	They entered the old clubhouse without feeling the need to knock. The place they found was not the same as when they were kids. Real magic had been cast making the interior a larger space than the exterior.

	The room was perfectly circular. Along the walls were shelves formed to the bend, filled with books and other materials. A circular area in the center was lowered and filled with a round table and chairs, creating an aesthetically pleasing place to commune and discuss. At the far end was a second-floor platform furnished with lounging chairs and a short table. Beneath was an open-concept, alchemy laboratory.

	Marcy was waiting inside with Ligaya. The two of them were having a casual conversation which came to an end when they noticed the others had arrived.

	Emily looked around with disbelieving eyes. She set her end of the television down and slowly began to walk around. Her head shook unhappily. “What did you do to the place?”

	“Some renovations,” Marcy answered as she was making her way over. There was a nervous, excitement to her tone. She was a master of conversation when speaking to strangers. But, talking with people she respected and knew, much of her charisma was lost because she worried about their opinions and overthought much of what she was going to say. “When I arrived earlier, I found the place a total wreck. The roof had collapsed. So, I changed a few things around.” Then she recognized, “But you seem upset.”

	“This was our childhood,” Emily accused, “and you just changed it? Dingy shack or not, we grew up playing here.”

	“Sounds like you’re just looking for a reason to vilify me still,” Marcy recognized that, too. “Fine. But don’t make up reasons to hate me.”

	“I don’t need a reason to hate you—” 

	“No, you don’t,” Marcy was aware.

	Rachael physically and verbally interrupted the spat by placing herself between the arguing women, “Are we really getting into this right now?” 

	“You’re right,” Emily knew she was being antagonistic. “I’m just bringing up my problems. I’m sorry. We’ll deal with this later. Let’s get done with whatever we came here to do.”

	“If it means anything,” Marcy said, “I am glad you both came. And you, Mark. And you must be Olivia. I’m glad you’re here, too.”

	Emily had nothing more to say.

	Mark offered a slight nod in agreement.

	Olivia gave greetings that sounded somewhere between curious and nervous, “Nice to meet you.”

	Rachael impatiently moved on, “What’s this plan you have for getting Andy back?”

	“Opening a Gateway,” Marcy said simply.

	“It’s not that easy,” Emily argued. “We would’ve done that if it was possible.”

	“You limit yourself,” Marcy pointed out. “Come. I’ve already set up everything, for the most part. Though,” she picked up a small pillar meant for displays, “we will be needing one more of these.”

	Marcy stepped passed the others and went back outside. They followed close behind and were led to a small sight not that far away that was deeper in the woods.

	The space was open enough to perform the ritual but was still surrounded by trees. Five stick effigies that were decorated with skulls, which included that of a raven, a cat, and a dog, were placed to shape a pentagram, the lines of which were created using bones. On the dirt-packed ground, in the central pentagon was an intricate transmutation circle that had been drawn with spilled blood. In the center of that, on both sides of the very middle, were two small pillars.

	Marcy carefully stepped around her arrangement to make a small adjustment. The third pillar was added and the other two were moved to make sure they were evenly spaced.

	“What are you getting us into?” Emily looked at the display with deep distress. “Black Magic to this scale is begging for disaster.”

	“That’s why I asked you to bring supplies to create a barrier,” Marcy rationalized. “I could’ve set some up on my own, but I’ve never been that versed in protection magic. I thought it best that you two do it. Also, by doing it yourselves, you can trust the barrier will work, even if you can’t trust me.”

	“I think that’s fair,” Rachael accepted.

	Emily took Rachael aside out of concern, trying to convince her against this, “We can’t really be doing this? What if she needs us to kill someone? What if this whole thing is a ploy so she can corrupt us?”

	“I would never go that far,” Rachael assured she knew when to stop herself. “And I’m more than certain you wouldn’t either. But I’m willing to risk dabbling in this dark stuff if there is a chance to save Andy.”

	“She’s extremely manipulative,” Emily reminded.

	“Sure,” Rachael was aware. “But that doesn’t make her a bad person. Did you already forget? Marcy tricked the Devil. That’s the last bridge you burn if you want to be an Apostate.”

	“… Fine.” Emily kind of understood and decided to stop arguing on this matter. But she was going to remain ready to defy anything that was suspicious.

	Rachael and Emily went to do as was asked of them, the bag of supplies taken from Olivia, and the black phone given to Mark, him being the only one freehanded because Marcy and Olivia took it upon themselves to put the television in place.

	Mark, terrified to hold the phone, could not help asking, “This won’t kill me, right?” to which nobody gave an answer as they were busy.

	For the protective barrier, a circle was drawn using sacred salt. Then seven crystal jars were placed around the pentagram, each filled with a different bundle of incents that was burned to create a thick cloud of smoke around and above. Candles created the final circle around the rest.

	“We’re ready,” Rachael and Emily declared.

	“Good. Only a few more pieces need be put in their place,” Marcy made the comment which she then acted on, taking and placing the black phone on one of the pedestals. She returned to the other women carrying a glass goblet and a knife.

	“Blood magic?” Emily understood the implication. “We’re making a packed with a demon?”

	“Wormhollows are spatial entities,” Marcy corrected. “I wouldn’t consider them demons.”

	Emily stared with a sudden epiphany. That correction came from a place of blind logic and was very telling. She sighed away her frustrations the way a parent does with a child. This truly was not an evil scheme it seemed. They were just playing with fire, but they were not arsonists. Still, “Did we really need to use my tv?”

	“That’s your tv?” Marcy was impressed. “It’s a nice tv. And yes.”

	“We’re opening a Gateway, so why not a mirror?” Emily suggested.

	“Did you have one from the eighteenth century?” Marcy asked rhetorically.

	Emily gave the expected answer with her moment of pause.

	“I didn’t think so,” Marcy smirked. “Unless we had one of that quality, the television is a better conduit than any mirror you could get at a department store. Modern technology is making way for modern magic after all.”

	Olivia leaned close to Rachael, noticing, “Do they look like they’re getting along all of a sudden?”

	“I hope so,” Rachael would like that to be the case.

	“Me, too,” Ligaya creepily inserted herself into their conversation, her head practically pressed between both of the other two.

	Olivia was startled and flinched back, then held her chest and breathed easy when she realized there was nothing to worry about.

	Rachael drew away with distaste as she wondered, “Where’ve you been?”

	“There’s a lot of magic in the air,” Ligaya mentioned. “I was checking the surrounding area in case something might be drawn here. But I didn’t see any. We should be good.”

	“Seems everything is working in our favor,” Rachael said with increasing optimism.

	“We’re beginning,” Marcy called to them. “The phone’s already in place. When you’re ready,” referring to Rachael, “place the goblet on the pillar. And Olivia?”

	“Yes,” Olivia straightened her posture as she intently listened to her instructions.

	“I know this is a lot for me to ask but … your wedding ring,” Marcy treaded cautiously with her request, “would you mind placing it on the last pillar? You won’t be getting it back if you do so.”

	Olivia looked at the ring. This was the greatest gift she had ever received from another, from her love, from Andrew who was so very important to her. It symbolized their eternal bond as lovers. Yet, novice Witch or not, she understood that that symbolization was most likely why it was needed for this ritual. There was no unwillingness to part with it if it was key to saving him. “I’m okay with that.”

	“That’s noble of you,” Marcy approved. “Shall we head into the ritual sight? Oh, and Mark, please wait outside the circle. I can’t guarantee your safety if you try to join us.”

	“You won’t hear an argument from me,” Mark was fine not playing a major role. He had only one stipulation, “Just make sure to get Andy back.”

	Marcy made no promise, no matter how confident she was. Speaking of success before anything had already been achieved was bad luck after all. They needed none of that right now.

	“I’ll wait here with Mark, so my presence doesn’t interfere,” Ligaya called out as she stood right beside him. He did not hear her, of course. Though, she wanted a reaction from him and poked his cheek. He twitched slightly and itched the spot reflexively.

	“There’s a ghost next to you, Mark,” Emily revealed.

	Mark suddenly tightened his posture as he became worried.

	“She’ll keep you safe,” Emily then added with a snicker. All the women were smiling at his reaction.

	The time for playing around was over. The four stepped through the haze of incents to take their places.

	Rachael went first, cutting the palm of her hand. She scowled at the pain, then embraced it as she clenched her fist to draw out more blood. Plenty was dripped into the goblet until a quarter full. Her offering was placed on one of the pillars.

	Olivia went next. She did the slightest pause at first by playing with her wedding ring before removing it. Then she held it tightly between her fingers for just a bit longer before placing it on the last pillar.

	Last was Marcy. A swipe of her wrist caused the television to levitate from the ground. She approached with the iron key. The tip was inserted through the screen as if into water. She then turned and a loud click was heard.

	Stepping back, Marcy posed to the others, “Hands or no hands? Always helps.”

	“Then there’s no need to argue otherwise,” said Emily. So, the four joined together, hand in hand.

	Marcy recited, “We offer you tributes, three. Blood. The Bond of Family. The strongest link between any peoples. Not severed by hate, or death, or time. A Ring. The Bond of Two Souls. The purest form of linking any two together. The choice to be bound forever. The Black Phone. A direct link to the one we seek. From this, his voice spoke through. We offer these to find him, Andrew Liminal, to open a Gateway to him.”

	The key began to shake before suddenly being pulled through the screen. Splits appeared in the center where a hole had been left, spreading across the surface like a spiderweb. The lines deepened, bending inward, and then bloomed open like a fleshy flower. Inside the mouth was an array of lights stretching into infinity. The Wormhollow emerged from the television, bulbous in body, but beautifully black like the cosmic rift.

	It hovered above the four Witches and swayed slowly as it inspected their will. Satisfied, it then turned to the offerings. The first pedestal was chomped, taking the blood, then turned to the next to eat the ring, then lastly was the black phone. With each consumed, with each judged, it reeled back and withdrew almost completely. Remaining was the mouth that spread open even wider, wrapping outward around the edges of the television. The Gateway was open.

	The time to save Andy was now.


Chapter 12: His Night
That Went

	 

	 

	The streets were dead, the buildings empty, and there was no one to find. Andy had wasted his first hours in this Otherworld pointlessly figuring that out. He stopped searching by the time the black sun was beginning to descend. Though, setting into the evening was not the same as back on Earth. This strange star had moved closer to the world, having grown larger in size, and began pressing an intolerable heat down. He resorted to stripping off his suitcoat and being rid of his tie. That did little to help as the temperature kept rising. To escape from the scorch, he sought shelter. The building he ended up inside was a hotel.

	The lobby was as dusty and vacant as the rest of the world. At least he was saved from the ever-increasing scorch. But simply settling here felt like a thoughtless decision. He wanted to find a room that might provide more safety behind a door.

	He checked around the lobby for anything useful, in particular, room keys. Plenty of electric key cards were found behind the front desk. And they were surprisingly well-organized. However, there was no knowing if any would work. He considered just starting from the bottom to the top until a room eventually opened. But being too close to the ground level once the sun set, or collided with the world, or was consumed by it, or whatever was to happen when night came, left him feeling unsettled. He decided to start his search on the fifth floor, taking the stairs to get there because of his recent experience with elevators.

	The hallway was filled with nearly as much dust as everywhere else, along with torn carpet, and crumbling walls. The unsightly and somewhat unsettling degradation had him reconsider his options but continuing was the only choice because there was no certain place to go.

	After checking the first twenty rooms, he was sure none of the keys would work. But, by one kind of fortune or another, he was able to find a door left wide open. Chills warned him not to enter. Again, this was no time to be a choosing beggar and in he went.

	Everything was as dusty and ash covered as the rest, a common theme, but at least the things were untouched. The bed was still made. Dressers, drawers, and doors, aside from the front, were not left open. And the windows remained intact even if slightly cracked. He really could not ask for more.

	He removed the top covers from the bed to discover beneath was a musty, yet relatively clean mattress and sheets. This would have to be a good enough place to finally take a seat, to breathe, to think. But the time of contemplation provided no answer or comfort. He was beginning to feel desperate. 

	In a state of denial, he pulled out his phone as if there was a chance that he could reach someone with a call. His sister was his first attempt because she would most likely know what was going on.

	There was no ring, but instead, the pre-recorded message informing that the person trying to be contacted was out of service. As he listened to the entire message play out, he pondered what he would say. It was those considerations that brought the truth to the surface. His eyes slowly widened, and his mouth slowly fell open knowing this nightmare was not a dream.

	But this first failure was not enough to convince him to stop just yet. When the message ended and automatically hung up, he scrolled through his contacts and called Olivia.

	There was no answer and he hung up on the pre-recorded message. Under his breath, without intention but perfectly justified, he loudly whispered “fuck.” Searching again for another contact, he found Mark and called with the same result. There no longer seemed any reason to keep trying but he did with one more call to Emily that failed like the rest.

	Andy went limp. His shoulders dropped into a slouch as his head hung. As one arm lay loosely in his lap, the other with the phone had sunk to his side, no longer holding the device but still cradling it in his palm.

	Then came the call. He rose slowly and looked to see no number or identifiers. He still hit the answer button and just listened. Nothing but silence. So, he initiated, speaking very cautiously, “Who … uhm … who is this?”

	“It’s us!” he heard Olivia scream somewhere in the background of the call. “Me and Rachael and Emily!”

	His silence followed because he did not know what to believe.

	“Andrew?” Olivia concerned.

	“I don’t know what to say,” Andy admitted. “I just tried to call all of you but didn’t get through. None of this feels real. I don’t even know how I’m supposed to be reacting right now—”

	“Where are you?” Rachael interrupted him as she pressed for details.

	“I don’t know,” he remained unhelpful. “Everybody in my office spontaneously combusted. I ran out of the building. But this place isn’t Darkess.”

	“Describe where you’re at,” Rachael instructed. 

	“It’s a city,” he explained. “A massive city that seems to go on forever. And everything is covered in ash. There were two giant creatures. One was practically a walking mountain and the other was something between a bat and a lizard. I don’t know what else. Uhm, the sky is grey with a black sun. Uh … hmm. It’s extremely hot outside. I found a hotel to stay in for the moment … Hello?” He looked and found the call was ended.

	It seemed all hope was gone. Andy laid back on the covers with arms sprawled out. Darkness came in more ways than one.

	 

	 

	 

	Eyes opened to find the darkness behind his eyelids remaining. The room was filled with a deep, warping indigo. The day had turned to night. And it was a cold night. The scorch was replaced by a deathly chill that caused an immediate uncontrollable shivering.

	Andy sat up, crossing his arms over his chest, and tucking his hands into his armpits to keep himself as warm as possible as he searched for better alternatives. He quickly put his suit coat back on and even wrapped himself in the blanket that was discarded to the floor before. The dust on the comforter caused him to cough harshly. Checking every place in the room, a pair of black, leather gloves were found in a nightstand. The closet had a bathrobe. The bathroom had unused towels. Whatever worked. He bundled up using all the things.

	Now armored in fabric, Andy took the time to really look around. He had already accepted that he was not dreaming but did wonder how this world might have changed during his sleep. He walked over to the window to see the same sky now filtered blue by a silver sun consuming the energy from this world. Glancing down expected to only see a sea of blackness. To his surprise, there were streetlights on. He could make out the street below covered in new ash that seemed more like snow.

	There was something else below, too. It stood in the shadows between two of the posts as a silhouette of itself. From where Andy was, it looked to be a person, a person who was stretched and elongated. No other useful details could be made out leaving him uncertain if it was real or a figment of his imagination. Then it raised one of its arms over its head as if waving. Stunned, he stood unmoving, unbelieving, but felt as if there were eyes on him. His flight response told him this was something to avoid.

	 

	 

	 

	“Hello?” Andy called out cautiously from beneath a streetlight in the middle of the desertion that was this world. He did not understand why he ended up down here. Perhaps he was drawn by the curiosity that killed the cat. Or maybe he was clinging to hope that he was not alone. The only way to find out would be to find who, hopefully, or what, hopefully not, was out here.

	The desolation remained but was mutated by the darkness. The twisted heaps of scrapped metal were made disturbing. What was around could just as well be piles of mangled bodies. Light bouncing off shattered glass could have actually been eyes staring from all directions. The wind blowing between the buildings could be the voices of ghosts. But, imaginary or not, there was no shadow of a real person, living or dead. No stranger was waiting as seen from the room.

	“Hello? Hello?” He was breathing heavily to take back in the air wasted by the words. “Come on, man. From what I can tell, it’s just me and maybe you. Unless it is just me and I am going crazy. But it hasn’t even been a day, so I doubt that.”

	A lightbulb overhead answered him by making an electric discharge right before exploding. He flinched at the pop, raising his shoulders, lowering his head, and squeezing his eye shut as glass showered down on him. Most of the shards landed on the ground with a scattering sound. A few pieces did land on his shoulders and got caught on the top of his head. With his eyes still shut, he brushed each shoulder and shook himself. What fell off made light tings as they joined the ground. When he could finally open his eyes again, he found he was left standing in the center of darkness.

	The environment was not completely without light as the streetlights on either side of him were still lit. That did not help him from the rising unease in the back of his mind. He wanted to get into the light as quickly as possible to find safety and comfort from this world of abandon. But he felt something bad would happen if he tried to rush over to one of them. So, he went slowly.

	From behind came the sound of metal and stone being shifted ever so slightly. Overcome with greater fear, Andy stopped moving, one leg still lifted off the ground. He stood like a flamingo for some time and listened to make sure what he heard had been real. The shifting came again and seemed to be making its way around to his side. He slowly lowered his foot and slowly turned his head until he was looking in that direction. There was nothing that stood out. He felt positive about that. But that was because he wanted to be positive. In truth, the warped shapes of shadowy imagery could have changed without him being able to tell and he knew that he did not know what was there.

	Silhouettes began taking a life of their own in the obscure blackness. Staring intently, Andy made out millions of different imaginations that could possibly be right in front of him. Debris, faces, ghosts were all possibilities. He chose to believe what was less terrifying and more rational.

	Then came the sound of metal and stone. Andy sucked air through his teeth as his eyes grew wide. A single large drop of sweat formed on his temple, sliding down the side of his face and dripping off his chin. The shadows had shifted. He saw them move an unbelievably small amount and now they were just slightly off. Its shape was drawn, contrasting with everything else, and it would not fade back. It had been so still, had blended so well in the dark to appear as just an illusion at first. But now, no matter how hard he tried to will the sight away, it had entered reality.

	The thing was like a withered, decrepit tree at the end of its rotting state. It was taller than any human but thin like one dying of illness. The only exception was its bulbous insectoid-like head fitting lopsidedly on its distended, crooked neck. Its eyes were what gave It that buggish look, completely black and glossy, sheening with reflectivity from the streetlights.

	Andy was ensnared, unable to look away with no clue what to do. Something like this was so alien. Unpredictable. Unbelievable. Unknown. The most unnerving of all was how absolutely non-existent it was. It did not make any motion other than the single one he caught. Not a twitch. And it did not make a noise other than those made when he was not staring at it. Not even a breath. It gave no evidence of its presence other than being.

	Pain came to Andy. His eyes, they were hurting. For so long, he stared at the thing without blinking. He did not mean to. His actions or lack thereof were caused by his fear. But now, tears welling to try and wet the lenses, he could feel the urge to blink. Like an itch, pulling at his every nerve, telling him to do it no matter how much the fear resisted.

	The blink was a flash of darkness that was over so quickly. But, in that impossibly short moment, while his vision was obscured, the thing had tried to move, seen to have shifted just the smallest amount. He did not know for certain, but it seemed this thing was locked in place by his gaze. So, he would stare forever if he had to.

	That was when one of the streetlights began to strobe which Andy could see in his peripheral vision. He swallowed his rising worries because something was about to happen. But he told himself not to look away. No matter what was going on around him, as long as he kept staring at it, he would be okay. Then the streetlight went out.

	From the now blacked-out direction came an unnatural clicking sound. Not something that would have come from a burnt-out bulb. The clicking was not even heard from above but right beside and approaching ever so slightly.

	Andy could no longer lie to himself. He needed to look, even just a glance. Head turned. When eyes parted from the thing, clicks came from its direction and stop coming from where he was now looking. He turned his head back, the clicking swapping sides again, and the thing had moved slightly closer. That, however, was no longer the most worrying issue. There was another approaching him, clicking while it moved.

	The second thing had been in the middle of the road, and though the lights were out, was far more visible. Two new disturbing details were made out. Grey and pale skin was pulled tightly over the withered form. And that its arms and legs were made of dozens of finger-like joints.

	Andy jammed his foot down as he spun and sprinted toward the only functioning light source. But he passed under without stopping. There was so much doubt that the streetlight would do anything that attempting to shelter beneath it was not even considered.

	The clicking followed after him. So. Much. Clicking. That was the only sound that they made. No footsteps. Just click, click, click.

	Andy was down several blocks in seconds but did not put any distance between him and the things. He vaulted over wreckage. Their clicking was still there. He climbed on top of piles of smashed cars. Their clicking only seemed to be closer. He slipped between gaps of debris. Their clicking was right behind him.

	As he squeezed through another gap, a sharp piece of metal snagged on the bathrobe. He ripped himself out of the clothing causing him to look back as he was stumbling around. A hand was reaching for him. Feet pushed to leap in any direction away. Had he hesitated, he would have been caught.

	Andy could not lose the things in the streets, and as he realized this, an alleyway appeared to him. He cut around the corner at full speed and read his way through without slowing. Jumping on a stack of pallets, up onto a dumpster which echoed, he leaped over a fence that blocked the way. But his foot caught on the very top links causing him to fall forward. He landed flat on his stomach and chest causing the wind to be knocked out of him. Reeling and coughing in pain, the fear forced away his disorientation. He remained in agony but was able to demand his body to move regardless, at the very least able to slowly crawl to his feet.

	Looking back, he saw the thing at the entrance of the alley, unmoving. With them both in his line of sight, he hoped they would be stopped. He continued to look at them as he began to stand up which appeared to be working, at first. Clicking came from the other end of the alley behind him. Then the two things in front of him began moving, even with his eyes upon them.

	They were clicking but the sound did not come from their joints. In fact, they moved so softly, almost unmoving and more like gliding just over the top of the ground. Their limbs did not bend either. It was their heads. With every click, their head would spasm sharply, side to side, from one position to another, angled and crooked.

	Andy was already aware but checked behind him anyway to find there was a third thing. It did not keep his attention for long as a deep, green-colored door was noticed. That might have been his only chance for escape if unlocked. Not like there were any other options to try. He rushed to the door and was able to enter through, slamming it behind him. Not a second later, scratching and clicking could be heard on the other side. The handle began to turn. The things were not stupid.

	Down the hallway reached a lit stairwell and up was the only way. Ten, twenty, thirty flights were ascended without exhaustion because of pain and adrenaline. But Andy was forced to stop anyway as there were suddenly no more stairs. He had to exit onto the available floor.

	The lights still worked in the hall letting see the area, the numbers beside each door an indicator that this was an apartment. He did not try any of the doors knowing that locking himself in a room would not be a good idea. He instead thought the best chance of survival would be to find another stairwell and go back down.

	As he reached the end of the hall, finding what he was hoping for, the lights began to flicker. He looked back. The other side was blacked out, and a thing could barely be seen in the darkness. But it was not trying to hide as its head jerked and clicked.

	He entered the door and began down as fast as possible. But just after descending two flights, the lights in the stairwell began to flicker, and looking down, those on the lower levels were already off. More of those things were coming up. He was forced back into another hall.

	There was already one on this floor gliding closer. Turning away, Andy found what might be his only chance. Seemed an insane idea but going out a window was the last direction to run. As he got close, a hand reached down from outside, shattering through the glass. There was another now crawling into the building. They were all around leaving him nowhere to go. Slowly, they began to close in. Lanky, knuckly appendages stretched out. Hands were mere inches away.

	That was when warmth suddenly filled the world. Darkness dissolved into light and the clicking stopped. Looking around, they were gone.

	Andy stumbled to the side and caught a wall to take a moment’s breath. But his body was weak, and he braced his back and then slid down to the ground. Sitting, breathing, eyes needing to be shut, he slowly began to lose consciousness. His internal monologue warned not to, but nothing could stop the slow creep of sleep.

	 

	 

	 

	A thump to the legs woke Andy from his unintended sleep. As he began to stir, the first thing to come to mind was the last thought that he had, the warning not to fall asleep. He was in a sudden panic when he realized he had done just that. Head whipped around making sure he was alive as hands patted himself down to check if all his parts were there. Nothing seemed wrong.

	As his first worry subsided, he immediately felt alarmed once more when he noticed the looming figure.

	“I thought last night seemed busier than usual,” the anonymous individual spoke with a mature, female voice.

	Her speech was a relief that allowed Andy to relax. He was able to get a look at who was there without the cloud of fear distorting his perception. She was human, at least, by all means human. There did not appear to be anything non-human about her. She was an old woman who must have been in her seventies with wrinkled, pale skin. Her hair was absurdly long but kept under control by being bound in a thick, single braid that hung all the way to the ground. White, grey, and auburn strands intertwined. She might have been going blind as grey diluted her eye color to appear like fading copper. Her hands were what stuck out the most. They were dried and callused showing a great deal of physical labor through the years. But, most notably, one was missing the pinky and ring fingers, and the other was missing the ring finger.

	She dressed as one would expect of a person living in a world like this. Layers of rags draped over her body seemingly at a whim. However, the material would block the unbearable heat of the day and would hold heat during the deathly cold nights. Her frame was concealed by her clothes hiding whether she was thick or thin, but she was of average height if not a bit shorter than the average woman. On the fingers that she did have, around each of her wrists, and even a few hanging around her neck, was makeshift jewelry. Some were made from reshaped paper clips, a couple were repurposed chains, and a lot were mainly scrapped metal.

	The last accessory that drew distinction was a staff that stood taller than herself. The shaft was an aluminum pole with various papers and fabrics attached from top to bottom by string and tape. From the very top sprouted several branches as if there was a small tree growing within the pole. Ornaments encrusted with gems or feathers dangled from branches. Embedded in the other end was a jagged stone that barely fit, creating a small point to balance on.

	“Who are you?” Andy asked the obvious question that always followed situations like this.

	The woman accompanied her introduction with a smile, “I’m just an Old Witch. I’d have you call me that, a Crone.”

	“Old Witch?” He wondered how true that moniker was.

	She recognized his skepticism and, “I assure you I’m quite adept in the ways of magic.”

	He exhaled any doubt. “I believe you. There’s no way I can be skeptical while in a world like this.”

	“Well, come with me.” The Crone turned away and began down the hall.

	Andy suddenly felt like he was being led along. He chose to follow anyway. Though, not like it was much of a choice. The other option was to attempt to survive this unknown world by himself. Sure, he had survived last night, but there was no chance those things would let him survive another. Staying alone might as well have been considered suicide.


Chapter 13: Survive
the Night

	 

	 

	The Gateway whirled, waiting to be entered.

	“Can we go?” Rachael implored, staring intently for an answer, but there was none given.

	As a plea, a series of questions were asked rapidly by those in the group, “Is it ready?,” “Is it working?,” “Is it safe?,” “Marcy?”

	However, Marcy was elsewhere, her attention drawn by the snapping of a single twig. Listening more intently heard other sounds not natural to nature. Then she caught the scent of human sweat, metal, maybe gunpowder in the air.

	She reacted before— Bang! Emily was shoved into Olivia. Both were knocked a surprising distance out of the way, landing hard on the ground but in the safety of the trees. Marcy, at the exact same moment, grabbed hold of Rachael by the wrist to drag her in the opposite direction. They found cover behind trees as well. All these actions happened before a barrage of bullets ripped through the ritual sight. The only victim claimed in the chaos was the television. But that caused the Gateway to shut.

	“What the hell!” Emily shouted as she struggled to her knees to then be helped by Olivia who was just as confused and alarmed.

	“Emily!” Mark could be heard shouting from elsewhere.

	“Marcy!” Screamed Rachael in her panic.

	“I’m fine,” Marcy finally had the chance to say something. She touched her head realizing she lost something. “Where’s my hat? What am I talking about? That’s not important right now.”

	“You’ve been shot!” Rachael saw and was horrified.

	Marcy raised her arm to see the red stain on her side that was slowly expanding. But she did not seem in pain, or surprised, or even distressed in the least as she declared, “Nothing to worry about.” 

	Another volley of gunfire ripped through the woods exploding chunks of bark from the trees. Rachael fearfully ducked her head at the eruption. The others could be heard yelling out in fear.

	Marcy did not flinch. Instead, she stood very still. Her head tilted slightly up, and her eyes darted this way, then that, trying to pinpoint the location. She stepped around the tree, calling back just before going out of sight, “I’ll deal with this. Keep your head down.”

	“Wait! What’s going on!?” Rachael moved two steps in chase only to be left surprised that Marcy had vanished.

	In the depth of the woods, a dozen armed Hunters stood in a firing line, using the trees as cover. Each wore a heavy black coat with many pockets, a black face mask that covered all the way down their neck, black gloves, brown cargo pants, and black leather boots. As well, each wielded an old-style, bolt-action rifle.

	After the volley, they unloaded the spent bullet nearly in sync and loaded the next.

	Marcy suddenly appeared, stepping around the tree that the Hunter on the furthest end was taking cover behind. He had not noticed her until she already grabbed hold of his wrist and was pulling with a strength that he could not match. He looked to see her predatory stare. She raised her other arm and flexed her fingers like claws and that was what they became, nails growing long and sharp. He pointed the gun with his free hand and fired point-blank into her stomach. The recoil knocked the weapon away right after the bullet tore through her guts. Yet, she was completely unfazed by pain or even the concern of death. She swiped viciously, ripping his throat open. He dropped dead immediately.

	The other men turned toward the uncoordinated gunfire to see the scene. They were quick to aim at her and fired without regard to their ally, assuming he must already be dead. The ground and trees, her and him were riddled. Dirt, splinters, and blood burst from each impact. Yet, she was not truly harmed. Her wounds spat out the bullets that were lodged in her flesh and completely healed seconds after.

	The Hunters understood right away that conventional weapons would not work. They began to retreat, and one called out, “This one’s altered.”

	Marcy launched forward at an insane speed, grabbing the shoulders of the closest Hunter whose back was turned. Her jaws opened wide, her canine teeth longer and sharper than anything human, and they sunk into the soft flesh of the neck. Ripping away caused blood to erupt and she feasted.

	The death of one allowed the other Hunters time to regroup, orders being given, “Break off into teams of two. Capture or eliminate the other Witches. The remaining four of us will handle this one. Elimination is the order.”

	Each acknowledged their assignment with an “Understood.”

	Six Hunters split away.

	Those that remained quickly drew wooden stakes from the interior of their coats along with a sack. In the sack was silver salt which they dunked the stake in. The coating strengthened the weapon against supernatural creatures. They were as ready as they could be for this fight.

	 

	 

	 

	Mark pushed through branches and thicket to reach Emily. When he found her, he cupped her face while his face filled with worry, his fearful eyes looking over her for any injuries. Luckily, there were none. “Thank God you’re alright.” He then shared some concern for Olivia who was standing right by. “You, okay?”

	Olivia nodded but “Do you know what’s going on?”

	Mark shook his head not having any certain answers but, “Gunfire,” was all that was needed to explain the severity of the situation. “We have to get out of here.”

	“That won’t be easy,” Emily tried to explain, “These are Witch— Look out—”

	Bang! One Hunter had stepped around a tree, caught sight of them, and took a shot. Emily shoved Mark and used the shove to push herself in the opposite direction. The bullet missed both of them. Olivia, petrified with fear, did not even move as the bullet shot over her shoulder and disintegrated a portion of her hair.

	The one Hunter began to reload and more arrived.

	Emily threw her foot back to bring her stumble to an immediate stop. Both her arms pulled back like they were being loaded, hands clenched into fists, then she cast them forward and released her fingers, screaming, “Eldish!” A transparent, golden bubble flashed into existence before them. Gunfire exploded but the bullets ricocheted off the surface. The shield, instant cast and durable, saved them but could not exist for long, blinking into nothing within seconds.

	Mark pulled out a pistol from his coat. Two of his shots rung, hitting a tree near a Hunter, and barely missing another. But the threat was enough for them to take cover. That gave him, Emily, and Olivia the same chance and they moved out of the line of sight.

	Bracing against a tree, Emily questioned, “You brought your gun?”

	“Of course,” Mark said as if that was an obvious decision. “Magic in the woods.”

	“Fair,” Emily was quick to understand. Then she looked at Olivia who had said nothing, asking, “Are you okay?”

	Olivia nodded silently. She was clearly in shock.

	“I don’t think you are,” Emily said otherwise. “But you’re going to need to hold yourself together long enough to get through this. We need to make a move.”

	 

	 

	 

	Unlike Marcy and Emily, Rachael had little talent for Spell Craft, meaning a lack of destructive and defensive magic that could be used quickly. She also had no combat skills to speak of. She ran into the depths of the woods knowing that was her only chance to survive the situation.

	In her blind run, a tree root seemed to move just in front of her foot causing her to stumble. But that was to her benefit as she nearly avoided two bullets to the back. Regaining balance and looking back saw two Hunters, one reloading while the other was quickly rushing at her. There seemed no chance for her to get away. That was if not for a bird swooping in from out of nowhere to claw and peck at her pursuer. The distraction allowed her to put just a bit more distance.

	The Hunter in the back took aim before he lost sight. Trigger pulled but right then a branch fell from above, knocking into the barrel of his gun. He missed her and hit his own ally who had just started to give chase again only to be stopped by a round through the shoulder.

	Rachael had a moment of reprieve in the nook of a large tree and thought quickly over her options. She clearly had no chance of getting away with how much faster the Hunters were, regardless of the absurd amount of good fortune she was having. She needed to do something more.

	Checking her pockets found a few items she did not recall having, the simplest kind of candle and a matchbook. She got a very dangerous idea. But not like she had any other options at this immediate moment. However, this would only work if the timing was right. A quick look at her phone showed the time was mere minutes to midnight. How perfectly everything was aligning.

	She tore off the cover of the matchbook, then dabbed one of the matches in the bloody cut on her hand to scratch her name on the piece of cardboard. The invitation was placed on the ground at the entrance of the nook. The candle was placed on top and lit using another one of the matches. She slowly knocked on the trunk of the tree twenty-two times. She watched the time on her phone to match her final knock to strike right at midnight. The candle went out, a clear sign that the guest had arrived. She was honestly surprised by the success since the ritual was intended to be conducted in a house, not out in the woods. There was no going back now. The Midnight Man was somewhere here.

	Rachael picked up and relit the candle as the light was the only thing that would keep her safe from Him. Anyone without one would soon be haunted. To protect her friends, she shouted out, even if giving her position away, “Candles!”

	 

	 

	 

	Marcy, without regard for her safety, leaped into the small group of Hunters who had stayed behind. In a forward dash, her arm stretching outward, claws ready to tear, she reached for one. Stakes struck down, aiming for her head or heart. She caught the wrist of the Hunter right in front of her, stopping his attack. Then pulling brought both of them closer which moved her just a bit out of the way of the other attacks, though, not completely. Two of the three stake tips grazed the skin of her back causing an intense burning sensation. Pain was expressed on her face unlike when she had been shot. Even so, that did not stop her. She pulled her other arm back with fingers pointed to pierce the one she had a hold of.

	At the very same moment, the Hunter recognized the danger and drew a large knife. But the knife was not for Marcy, knowing, made of silver or not, he had no time to stab her. Instead, he cut upward to hack off his own arm and leaped back just as she struck, barely able to avoid being punched through the chest.

	The Hunters shifted their attacks and stabbed at her back with their stakes. The one with the missing arm charged in as well.

	Marcy still held the severed arm in one hand and quickly placed her free hand on the shoulder of the Hunter to her left, using her hold to pull herself to the side. Tips, again, barely grazed her. Then she planted her feet, tightened her grip, and shifted her hips as she yanked her arm back. The Hunter she had a hold of was thrown into the other that had the knife and missing arm. They fell on top of each other, both being knocked to the ground, one stabbed in the stomach by the other.

	In that immediate moment, silver salt was cast into the air. Marcy was blinded as her skin and eyes were dissolved by the repellent. But she did not panic. Even unable to see, in a split second, she recalled the positions of the remaining two Hunters and focused her hearing to determine their movements. She threw the severed arm and shifted her body enough to the side. The limb struck one of the Hunters causing a stagger. She was struck in the chest by the other, but the stake missed her heart. She grabbed that Hunter by the arm and face and pushed his head back so hard that his neck snapped completely backward. Body was thrown to the side for her to quickly jump on the last. Her teeth sunk into his throat, and she drank his blood which helped her to heal.

	Able to see again, Marcy realized that the One-Armed Hunter and the other thrown at him had fled.

	Then she heard a callout for, “Candles!” She promptly followed by igniting a small candle flame between her fingers.

	 

	 

	 

	Emily was ready to swing around the tree. But first, aware that the moment she did she would be shot at, she needed a distraction. Arms were drawn to her chest and then, with a slight release and the word, “Coyde,” an indistinguishable copy of herself duplicated directly from where she stood and ran out into the open. Two shots rang out obliterating the clone into particles. Then she stepped around the corner and immediately cast, “Eldish!” The barrier appeared just as another shot was fired.

	From the other side of the tree, Mark swung around and fired five shots. Unfortunately, he was not any kind of professional. Bullets went wide, nearly missing every shot, except for one. But that one was the only one that mattered. The Hunter who still had a loaded weapon was winged in the arm and was prevented from firing as the barrier dropped.

	Emily, no longer projecting the barrier, flicked the fingers of her right hand and cast “Rikest.” A flash of lightning shot out from her fingertips, hitting one of the guns and conducting to the others, which forced all the Hunters to disarm at the surge. Then she cast the spell again with the other hand, hitting one Hunter in the chest, the force launching him backward.

	The other three Hunters were not deterred. They drew knives and stakes in place of their guns as they rushed in to fight up close. Two went for Emily and one for Mark.

	Emily met the challenge by stepping out of her position and moving toward them. Sweeping her arms sideways with, “Lalqus,” created a gust of wind that threw them to the side. They both tucked and rolled back onto their feet, quick to return to their charge, splitting directions to attack from both her flanks. She swept her arm throwing a streak of fire, “Chrocs,” that held off one. The momentum to spin was used to turn to face the other, blocking his backstab with “Eldish.” The barrier dropped and she thrust both hands forward with “Lalqus.” The Hunter was blasted away with an intense force which was also used to throw herself backward. The move had her slam her back into the other Hunter who had been held off by the flames.

	The Hunter that Emily collided with did not falter. Instead, he reacted immediately by driving his knife back on himself and her. She pulled to the side, getting grazed by the edge but avoided anything fatal. She had also been put into an advantageous position to push his knife with her hands. It plunged into his stomach. Now both Hunters were left greatly wounded, making a continued fight not promising.

	Mark scrambled with a magazine in his pocket, but he had no time to reload as the Hunter was on him quickly. He attempted to dodge but got stabbed in the shoulder. Not going down without a fight, he threw a punch and landed a headshot. The Hunter staggered back, pulling the knife free. Mark stepped forward and pistol-whipped. At the same time, the Hunter went for a stab to the throat. Not something that Mark could avoid.

	Suddenly, Ligaya erupted through Mark and passed through the Hunter, causing both a chill but only inflicting shock to the enemy. Mark’s punch landed, knocking the weakened Hunter to the ground, and causing the knife to be let go. Mark followed with a kick to the stomach. The Hunter was fast to recover, catching Mark by the leg and then rolling to bring him to the ground, getting on top and throwing punch after punch.

	Ligaya reappeared behind the Hunter and bit him on the neck, not causing any physical wounds but consuming his life force. He grabbed silver salt from inside his coat and cast a handful into the air forcing her to dematerialize. The distraction was enough for Mark to get a hold of the knife to bury it in the Hunter’s stomach.

	The Hunter dismounted, slowly stepping away while holding the wound. Uncertain of his odds, he turned and fled.

	“Candles!” was heard echoing from somewhere else in the woods.

	Mark made no sense of the warning. Emily did understand and rushed back to him, dragging him to the ritual sight where they collected a candle for each of them.

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael had not taken more than a few steps away from the tree before being thrown to the ground by a Hunter. But this was not something unexpected. She knew that they must have been close when she yelled out and were going to be on her position quickly. She just needed to hope her efforts would save her. Even so, she did not simply wait or give in until then.

	The Hunter sat on top of her and pinned her by the wrists. She thrashed and was able to slip one hand free which she used to claw him in the face. That gave her a chance to free her other hand, and with both, she tried to push him off. But that did not work. He was too heavy, and she was too weak. However, in her attempt, she had hit something on his person causing the said thing to go off. The Hunter ignited in flames. However, it seemed she would be consumed by the rapidly spreading fire along with him.

	The air rushed as Ligaya swooped in and launched the Hunter off. He hit the ground screaming, rolling, and writhing to put himself out, but he was already completely engulfed. Soon, he went quiet other than the sizzle.

	Rachael looked at Ligaya for a moment in surprise. They had never been close, so to be helped like this was unexpected. So much so that appreciation was hard to show, but not impossible. “Thank you for that.”

	“I think everybody else is safe,” Ligaya skipped over the pleasantries. “Let’s get back to them.”

	“I’d like that a lot.”

	Rachael was back on her feet and ready to run. A warning shot stopped that. She slowly turned around with both hands raised. There stood the other Hunter reloading as he stared her down.

	“You can’t keep running, and I can tell you’re not much of a fighter,” the Hunter recognized. “You won’t get away from me, and you can’t beat me. I’d prefer to take you alive, but I won’t hesitate to kill you right now. That goes the same if the demon attached to you tries anything.”

	The Hunter was not wrong about Rachael’s helplessness. That left her very scared that this might be the end. However, her current fears slowly subsided with a different kind as she began to notice the shadows warping behind the Hunter. From them emerged The Midnight Man.

	Skin without color. Bulbous pockets of fat on top of fat covered every layer of flesh, from bloated head to pudgy finger and toe. Eyes beady, black, and without lenses. Only a few strands of hair sprouted. He glided through the air without any motion or sound.

	The Hunter did not know what was behind him until too late. Hands grabbed, dragging him into the fat, absorbing him. A panicked shot was fired into the air. His screams were soon muffled as his head was completely engulfed within The Midnight Man, and the rest slowly followed.

	Rachael did not want to watch the terrible spectacle and had already turned away, beginning toward the ritual sight. In her hands she held the matchbook, carefully lighting one after another as she slowly walked. She would be safe from the same fate as long as she remained within the protective perimeter of the light.

	 

	 

	 

	Emily was leaning over Mark who was sitting on the ground, healing the gash in his shoulder with magic as she disappointedly reprimanded Marcy, “You turned yourself into a Halfblooded Vampire!? Irresponsible! Dangerous!”

	“Full-Blooded actually,” Marcy corrected. “Though, I doubt you’ll believe me.”

	“You’re right because that shouldn’t be possible,” from what Emily understood. “But that also doesn’t change why I’m angry. You really don’t see a problem?” 

	“No,” Marcy did not.

	Emily was ready to respond to Marcy’s dismissiveness. Instead, both went silent as they softly and sadly looked at Rachael as she walked onto the scene. She glanced down at the destroyed television with disappointment. There went their chance to save Andy.

	“Calling me irresponsible?” Marcy took a step back to the argument from before. “Rachael summoned The Midnight Man. That’s irresponsible. And dangerous.”

	“Is that what you did?” Emily looked at Rachael with a disbelieving accusation.

	“What happened?” Rachael disregarded the question and everything else that was being bickered about to know why they had just been attacked.

	Marcy became serious but said nothing. Not that she refused to say but because she could not.

	So, Emily said, “Witch Hunters tried to kill us.”

	Then Marcy added, “And I thought I dealt with the problem already.”

	“So, you knew about this and said nothing until now?” Rachael blamed.

	“I mentioned that I killed a man,” Marcy reminded her of the conversation back at the hospital.

	“The guy that you said tried to rape you was a Witch Hunter?” Rachael began putting the pieces together. “He wasn’t trying to rape you. He was just trying to kill you. But you couldn’t say because of a Curse of Silence. That would mean the man you killed three years ago was also a Witch Hunter.”

	“Yes,” Marcy was able to answer without consequence. Now that the truth was known meant that the curse was broken.

	“How did they even get into Darkess?” Rachael questioned the world. “The city’s a protectorate. Threats to the supernatural aren’t invited in.”

	“Doesn’t mean they don’t find ways,” Marcy chose to answer. “Though, even I’m surprised to learn they were able to enter with so many. Not something I could’ve foreseen. That’s why I didn’t worry much after I killed the one. I suspected he was the only one for a while, and they’d only be able to send one at a time. This is going to complicate things—”

	“Wait?” Mark interrupted after walking around the perimeter of the ritual sight, swinging back and forth while searching the area. “Where’s Olivia?”


Chapter 14: In the Belly
of the Beast

	 

	 

	The Witch Hunters hid away in a large, abandoned building, near the edge of Darkess Noir, just beyond the historical district. Once an old brewery, not much was left of the practice. Only the five blocky buildings and one long, metal-roofed facility remained as nothing more than empty shells. They had gathered in the long building, standing in a wide-open area where the beer vats once resided. Broken windows allowed the cold to permeate and so much dust covered the floor.

	“Jesus, boys. How did things turn out this way?” Said not from a place of concern but as a lecture after hearing the field report.

	The six remaining Witch Hunters stood side by side, heads shamefully lowered. Three had been stabbed in the stomach by their own knives. One was completely scorched across the chest by electrical burns. Another was missing an arm, the bleeding from the stump stopped by a belt. And the last, though, compared to the rest looking relatively unharmed, was suffering from a broken back.

	Before them was Master Shaw. Tall and imposing, he was a battle-hardened, middle-aged-looking man who still somehow retained his sense of youth. With his full beard, he had full hair. With the many scars covering his face, his skin was still vibrantly toned. And beneath his gritty, default expression were many emotions strongly articulated.

	“Haven’t you been trained hard enough? Haven’t you studied long enough? Haven’t you the right equipment for the job?”

	A Hunter was about to speak up only to be silenced by the simplest gesture, a raised hand.

	“I’ll tell you why things turned out the way they did. You were arrogant. I told you your plan wasn’t going to work. But you made no changes. Maybe you thought I might have been testing you, trying to make you second guess yourselves. And? Even if that was the case, you should have reconsidered things regardless. You know why? Because we aren’t fighting a traditional war against other humans. No. We fight monsters. We defend against the twisted nature of magic. Logic needs to be challenged. Expectations need to be disregarded. Everything that happens in the field happens moment by moment. And that’s what you didn’t plan for.”

	“We anticipated every possibility,” a Hunter argued. Shaw crossed his arms and drew back to listen. “We knew there were three of them. So, we expected a fourth and even fifth. We expected human aid which they had. We expected at least one to be Altered—”

	“Then how did that Altered rip the throats out of four of you?” Shaw leaned in accusatively. “You didn’t understand what an Altered was truly capable of, I’m guessing. They are certainly rare, so of course, not a single one of you has actually faced their kind before.”

	“That was a lack of experience that we couldn’t account for—”

	“A lack of experience is made up by extensive planning. I know it’s an oxymoron if not a complete impossibility, but I told you to expect the unexpected. I get the feeling your expectations were very much within the realm of your experiences. None of you are novices, each having claimed a kill or two or three, yet I might as well have been given a batch of new bloods. None of you anticipated an Altered with the ability to Blink. None of you considered that these Witches might actually think tactically for once. None of you believed the fucking Midnight Man could be summoned using nothing more than a candle and a matchbook. You treated this mission like the rest. But this isn’t the outside world. This is a supernatural epicenter which you seemed to have forgotten. And now half of you are dead. If I could, I would have each of you disbarred from the Templar for this failing. And I hold you mostly responsible for this screw up, Jeremiah, seeing as you were the one who asked for this opportunity to lead the operation.”

	Of the Hunters, the one missing his arm stepped forward, unveiling himself as a man in his early thirties. He accepted his reprimand, “I make no excuses.”

	After a prolonged look of judgment, Shaw admitted, “The truth is, I don’t know how upset I really feel I am with you. Your failure as a leader might have cost us this mission. No doubt your promotion will be in question. But the fact that you cut your own arm off without hesitation, I’m left impressed. Such action requires great resolve that very few ever obtain. It would be a loss to get rid of you. But it would be irresponsible of me, the mediator of this operation, not to rein you in. From this point on, command becomes mine.”

	“This is supposed to be my Proving,” Jeremiah respectfully argued. “The Eldermen deemed it.”

	“You’ll have to wait for the next mission,” Shaw directed. “Getting into the city was not easy, from what I heard. It took two years for our first Hunter to breach the barrier. Another two after that one went missing. Then six months for us to get in even with the second leaving the door unlocked. That door has closed now. We won’t be getting reinforcements. And, due to the severity of our losses, the element of surprise gone, and apparently the naivety of senior Hunters, things will be far more difficult going forward. You can’t be expected to handle this command.”

	“Understood,” Jeremiah was accepting after hearing the lecture. Though, losing his leading position was a deep concern based on his expression.

	Shaw sighed. “I see why they had to wake me. When did we become so weak?”

	The Hunters did not answer, only becoming dejected. They felt sorry that they were so unimpressive. How could they not be? The world of magic had quickly separated from the rest after the Salem Witch trials, and by the nineteenth century, had almost completely vanished, becoming considered nothing but fantasy. Each of them did have practical knowledge and real-world practice, but it was not wrong to consider them inexperienced when facing this strength of supernatural, unlike the Immortal Shaw.

	“Jeremiah,” Shaw ordered, “get yourself a prosthetic.”

	“Understood,” and he was off.

	“Now, someone bring me to the Witch you captured,” Shaw moved on to the next priority. “I will conduct the interrogation.”

	Olivia was locked in a small, high-ceilinged storeroom that was no longer in use, all boxes and shelving having been removed. Dust and cobwebs were the decoration. What little light there was came from a half dead bulb by the door and the shine of the moon from a window overhead. She was only provided a wooden chair to sit and wait for whatever might be done to her.

	If only she had been strong like the others, then she could have prevented being captured. But, though she had tried to hide in the background while everybody fought and defended themselves, a Hunter found her. The one thought to be incapacitated by lightning was able to recover from the hit and circled around to sneak up on her. She had no time to react before everything went black only to wake in this place. She loathed herself for being so useless, ready to break down and cry.

	However, from somewhere deep inside, another feeling spoke. Just because she was a captive did not mean she should surrender and stay useless. She remembered how much the other women and Mark were trying to make her a part of their group. They conducted rituals together, told her many secrets, and asked for her input and permission. She was not just going along with the situation but slowly being accepted by them. Now it was her turn to pull her weight by saving herself instead of hoping they might come to her rescue.

	Regardless that Olivia expected the obvious, she first tried the door. Lo and behold, it was locked. Better to check and be wrong than not do so and realize she missed her chance.

	Following the failed attempt, she then walked around the room looking over the walls closely. What she found concealed by the shadows were anchors that must have been left behind when the shelving was removed. An idea came to her along with some anxiety. A certain amount of risk would need to be taken. But first, she picked up and carried the chair over to check if it would even be possible. When it came to placement, two of the anchors were able to slide through the opening of the backrest to keep the chair hanging a little higher than her head level. To determine structural integrity, pulling down checked to see if the anchors would give way to any extraneous weight. They seemed stable.

	Olivia committed to climbing to the window. So, though having to struggle a bit to lift her own weight, she got up on the chair that she had hung. It held. Still, standing fully was shaky and left her feeling nervous. She raised one leg causing a slight imbalance that shifted the chair to one side. Before falling back, she tucked her body closer to the wall which steadied everything. Apprehension was swallowed, and she kept going. Her leg lifted again and was placed on the top of the headrest allowing her to step up a little higher. From there, she attempted to reach the window that was right above where she was positioned. But it was just out of reach.

	Escape was at the tips of her fingers. So close. Knowing this, Olivia went for it, pushing off. The jump broke loose the anchors, the chair toppling to the floor. But one hand had grabbed hold of the window frame. Adrenaline empowered her to the point where she was able to lift herself out onto the roof.

	Heart pumping hard made each breath heavy even with her breathing being fast. She sat for a moment. Realization came quickly when she remembered that there was no time to waste. Looking back and forth found a ledge that she crawled toward and slid off onto the ground outside.

	Shaw entered the room just as the chair clattered to the floor. For a second, he stared at the piece of fallen furniture, then raised his eyes up to see the woman pulling herself through the window. At that moment, he contemplated the value of his subordinates. He knew they had set up numerous wards meant to suppress magic and prevent escape. Yet, they had left a window wide open. This oversight was someone’s death sentence. Something he would issue out later. Right now, recovering her came first.

	He rushed forward and built momentum that allowed him to quickly scale the wall and mantle through the window in three bounds. From the elevated position, he scanned the surrounding area meticulously. She was nowhere in sight. Disappearing so fast did not seem possible. He approached the edge and looked over the side to find her there, clinging to the side of the building, trying to hide right under his nose. He dropped down directly behind her.

	The other Hunters were waiting for Shaw to finish his interrogation in the corridor outside the room. So, they were surprised when he entered back into the building through the front only a minute after having entered the room. Underneath one of his arms, he carried the woman, unconscious.

	“Which of you set up the room?” Shaw demanded.

	“I did, sir,” a Hunter was quick to take responsibility.

	Shaw swiftly backhanded the man with enough strength to cause a stagger from the hit. The Hunter sputtered, spitting blood from a broken tooth. “An open window? I can accept a certain degree of inexperience, but how could you be so incompetent?”

	“I have no excuse,” the Hunter pleaded his complete guilt.

	“Give me one,” Shaw pressed.

	Slow to respond, slow to think of why, the answer was this, “I felt no need to cover the window because I didn’t believe the Witch could escape if her magic was sealed.”

	“Sheer laziness!?” Shaw snarled his judgment.

	“I accept any punishment you deem.”

	Shaw swiped his hand this time, gripping the Hunter by the side of his head and slamming him into the wall. A deep inhale drew power for Shaw to press with a sharp, unstoppable force once he exhaled. But a hand placed from behind on his shoulder stopped the crushing blow.

	“Why are you interfering with my judgment, Jeremiah?” Shaw spoke with a threatening tone.

	“We don’t kill our own,” Jeremiah said without a hint of backing down.

	“Since when?” Shaw said with displeasure. “We have always purged the weak from our ranks.”

	“The world has changed much, old man.”

	Shaw released the Hunter that was pinned and quickly grabbed Jeremiah by the forearm, yanking with great strength. Jeremiah was pulled over Shaw’s shoulder and slammed hard on the ground. Shaw raised his foot and stomped down with what would have been fatal. Jeremiah kicked off the wall, spinning in place because he was still being held by the arm. His new positioning avoided being crushed. Both legs came up and put Shaw in an armbar. But Shaw was unimpeded, able to lift his arm along with Jeremiah who was then slammed into the wall. The impact caused Jeremiah to let go, then a hand was at his throat, choking and pinning him. Just the slightest amount of pressure could crush his windpipe and snap his spine. But there was hesitation. Jeremiah was gripping tightly to an object beneath the fabric of Shaw’s clothes that was over his heart.

	“You wouldn’t dare,” Shaw challenged. “Without me, this operation is doomed.”

	“My people come before the mission,” Jeremiah defied.

	Shaw let go, and Jeremiah did the same. Then Shaw said, “I’m tired of you young Templar. Any more failures this foolish and I will start killing each of you. I don’t care if I’m left to do this on my own. At this point, I already feel I might as well be doing this by myself. Understood?”

	“Understood,” said six Hunters.

	Shaw sighed as he stepped passed them. Reentering the room, he reset the chair and set Olivia back in her place. From his pocket, an ammonia capsule was produced which, once cracked open and placed right below her nose, caused her to wake suddenly.

	Olivia swayed her head back and forth in her grogginess. Then so much anxiety struck that she felt she had swallowed her voice. The man discovered to be in the room with her was intimidating in every possible way, from his appearance to the aura he projected.

	Shaw took no aggressive action once noticed. He chose to slowly approach as if he were attempting to get near a wounded animal. He took hold of her chin, turning her head left then right to look intently at the sides of her face, then stepped back.

	“You’re not a Witch,” Shaw recognized. “By the code of the Templar, I can’t burn you at the stake. But, as a conspirator, I am within my right to have you whipped.”

	The threat caused Olivia to sink into the depths of fear, staring wide-eyed as she broke out into a cold sweat.

	“Tell me about the others,” he began. “I don’t know your relationship with them, but for your sake and my time, don’t consider being brave.”

	“I, I … I don’t know … I don’t know much,” Olivia stammered. “I got wrapped up in this just suddenly. There was an explosion at my husband’s workplace. But that was actually caused by a ‘Gateway?’ that was left open. And he was the one that accidentally opened the door and got lost in another dimension. His sister, Rachael, the redhead, has been trying to get him back by doing rituals. I wanted to help. We were trying to open a portal back in the woods before … before …—”

	“What of the other two?” he shifted the subject. “The tall one? The pale one?”

	“Emily,” Olivia really tried to think about what she knew. “She’s … works as a psychic. And she doesn’t like Marcy because Marcy uses black magic. And Marcy was committed to a hospital for killing someone years ago. And Emily’s fiancé is Mark, the guy that was with us in the woods—”

	“Enough,” he stopped her there, and without anything else, stepped out of the room. 

	She swallowed fearfully for what she might have said whether right or wrong.

	The Hunters stood as firmly in their positions, waiting to receive what information might have been obtained.

	Shaw informed them that “She knows nothing that can help us. At least nothing new. She merely confirmed there are only three Witches. For the time being, we’ll keep her locked up to act as bait.”

	“Where will we be setting up the trap?” A Hunter asked.

	“Right here,” Shaw revealed.

	“We ensured that we wouldn’t be tracked,” that was guaranteed.

	Shaw sighed. “Were you not listening to me? They’ll find their way here regardless of how thorough you think you were. What we need to do now is prepare for their arrival.”


Chapter 15: Into Abyss

	 

	 

	 

	“How are we going to find her?” Emily asked openly. “There’s no way they didn’t cover their tracks to make any type of locating magic impossible.”

	“Conventional magic would most likely not work,” Marcy agreed but was really leading to her suggestion.

	“More black magic?” Emily was against continuing down that path. “No. That’s probably why the Hunters showed up in the first place. Rachael and I have never had a problem with them. I didn’t even know they still existed. But apparently, they’ve attacked you before.”

	Marcy became solemn.

	“Nothing to say?” Emily was more surprised by the silent response.

	“You’re probably right,” Marcy admitted, though, her doing so did not seem to be from a place of regret. “This is my fault. Constantly pushing the boundaries of magic would bring notice. Something like this was bound to happen. But, what of it at this point? We’ve already been discovered. And I’m not wrong when I say conventional magic won’t work.”

	“There’s got to be another way?” Emily disputed. “Ligaya?” who appeared. “Can you find her?”

	“No,” Ligaya told. “I’m not bound to her the way I am with all of you. The best I can do is ask other spirits. But those that would most likely know would ask something in return, which isn’t much different than what Marcy is suggesting.”

	“I don’t like this,” Emily continued to protest.

	“There’s no turning back,” Marcy asserted. “At least not for me. Leave this in my hands. I’ll save Olivia no matter what it may cost me. You two continue toward getting Andy back.”

	The idea left Emily momentarily stunned. It was not something she considered, but having been presented with the possibility, she entertained it in her mind for only a second. Of course, splitting up was not an option. “We save Olivia together.”

	“You don’t trust me?” Marcy questioned.

	“It’s not that I don’t trust you—…” Emily was surprised by how honest she had said that. “We just can’t risk going at these problems apart. We might end up losing everybody.”

	“I couldn’t agree more,” Marcy expressed happily.

	Then Marcy turned her attention to Rachael, becoming concerned, as did Emily. Rachael had been very silent during the discussion and was found chewing on her nail nervously.

	“What do you want to do from here?” Marcy asked.

	Rachael did not answer right away. She only stared back at the two with guilt. She sadly expressed, “I don’t know. We’ve already wasted so much time. I can’t keep wasting time. Andy could be dead. The longer we wait, the more likely he could be dead. Going to save Olivia might take too long. We might not even make it out alive and then who’s going to save him?”

	“Then you go,” Marcy was allowing. “We can handle this.”

	“Are you sure?” Rachael needed to hear approval once more.

	Before Marcy could offer such, Emily spoke in opposition, “Think about this.” She was given uncertain looks. “We need to stay together.”

	“What are you saying?” Rachael was becoming disheartened.

	“I know you’re worried about Andy, but he could already be dead, like you said,” Emily spoke bluntly. “Olivia isn’t. At least not yet. We need to save her first. We were the ones who dragged her into this mess. And, if Andy knew what was going on, he would put her over himself in a heartbeat.”

	“Don’t say that.” Rachael was struggling again.

	“I know you’re worried,” Emily understood. “Of course, you are. He’s your brother. But we need to do this first. It’s the smart thing. It’s the right thing.”

	“Again, with this bullshit.” Rachael hated not being able to save her brother. And having to make this choice was difficult. Her agreement was desperate, “I get it. Yes. I get it. Just— Let’s go save her.”

	Emily cupped Rachael’s face, bitterly happy they could agree. “Thank you.”

	Marcy spoke, “I’m glad we know what we’re doing. But, as I’ve said, would you be willing to cross some kind of line?” was the real issue that needed to be answered. “We’re already wasting precious seconds. And trying to figure a different method will only waste more.”

	“What are you suggesting?” Emily was loathingly willing to hear the darker option.

	“We need to go to the Bizarre Bazaar.”

	Emily expressed her miserable feelings as she accepted what was needed, “Then let’s go.” Rachael did not say anything, but it was already pretty obvious she was willing to do whatever was needed. Ligaya had no objections, because as a spirit, that place was not something she was unfamiliar with. And Mark, having little agency in the magical world, was simply willing to go along with whatever the situation may be. They all seemed to be in agreement.

	The Bizarre Bazaar was open from dusk until dawn and accessed from any shadow. The fee was one of three options: a key that must belong to a home, the actual cost being the lives of the occupants; enough blood to fill a tub; or a secret that not even the Devil knows. By simply sinking the key into the shadow, spilling the blood on it, or whispering the secret to it would then the way be opened.

	Marcy approached the shadow of the nearest tree, and she was able to offer the third that she said so softly that none of the others were allowed to hear for their safety.

	The darkness bubbled as an entrance, similar to a doorway that was covered by a black curtain, rose up.

	“Shall we?” Marcy ushered the group forward.

	“What about Mark?” Emily wondered as she turned to look at him to find he was staring curiously at the door that was visible even to him.

	“This is the purest form of magic that even the magically inept can experience,” Marcy assured. “So, he can come along.”

	“Should he?” Emily worried about his safety.

	“I don’t know if leaving him here alone is much better,” Marcy felt. “The Midnight Man is still wandering around somewhere and won’t be gone for another three hours.”

	“Right,” Emily remembered. “I guess you get to finally see what this is all about. Not just us screaming weird words and random things then suddenly happen” like an interpretive dance. That was because the magically conjured barrier, lightning, and fire were invisible to his eyes. Only their effect on the mundane world was noticeable.

	“Would you think less of me if I said I was afraid?” Mark commented.

	“I’m afraid for you,” Emily expressed her own worry as an answer.

	“Well, at least I’m not alone,” he said having somehow been reassured by her statement. “Lead the way.”

	The group stepped through with Marcy in the front. Immediately on the other side was a street of stone that stretches infinitely in both directions. No sky existed above, but instead, what appeared to be an ever-churning cosmos of darkness like a desert of black sand. Small particles trickled down all around similar to an hourglass. The world was only hazily visible. More light was definitely wanted but the fact there was any at all was thanks to dim, flickering streetlamps lined in a perfect row down the center of the street.

	Nothing but shops lined both sides of the street. The shades, demons, and apostates here offered anything and everything that could be wanted and more. For the cheapest of barters, a single breath could be traded for memories forgotten a day ago, or something colored blue for knowing tomorrow’s weather. As well, as things became more costly, certain limbs and organs could be traded for certain types of demon blood, or a person’s very emotions could be exchanged for things such as youth or strength. There was no doubt that somewhere in this place was a thing that could be purchased to find the location of a person regardless of concealing wards. The only thing to worry about was the cost.

	Mark was the third through the door following behind Rachael. Bewilderment immediately overcame him once crossing the threshold. He had never before seen a phantasm of the likes, and he could not help but gawk at the anomalous surroundings. So much held similarities from the world only to then be twisted to the point that it was no longer familiar.

	Emily passed through the black door right after and stood close by to act as both a guardian and a mediator. “You good?”

	“I don’t know,” he admitted as he turned his head to look at her. That was when movement was noticed out of the corner of his eye. He looked back to see a person who he had never seen before, passing through the door.

	Ligaya had been the last to cross over, and the moment she entered the bazaar, she was caught off guard by the eyes staring at her. She felt like a deer in the headlights and stared back at Mark with just as much confusion. Realization struck, “Oh, shit. He can see me.”

	The other women were more astonished by this than anything else that was happening in this world. “Really?”

	Mark sensed the positive mood in the reactions. He knew then that there was nothing to worry about. He also quickly came to the assumption that “You’re the ghost that’s been haunting us.”

	“Sure am,” Ligaya said as if it was no big deal. However, she turned a bit to the side and began floating off in a direction away from the others. Though she appeared disinterested, she was actually very happy that Mark had finally interacted with her. She was also embarrassed that she was happy and did not want the others to see the stupid smile on her face. “I’m going to look around for a bit on my own.”

	“Wow,” Mark casually exclaimed. Then he was smiling stupidly but was not afraid to show it. “She’s been with us for so many years, and I’ve finally gotten my chance to say something. Damn it. Should have said something cooler.”

	“Yep,” Emily’s acknowledgment was a tease, but her real sentiment was shared right after, “But I’m happy for you.”

	Rachael, on the other hand, was looking annoyed because all this sentimentality was wasting time.

	“So good that we can bond like this,” Marcy interrupted the couple’s joy by agreeing along at first only to follow up with “But we came here for a reason. Let’s not get distracted.”

	Rachael gave an appreciative glance over to Marcy for getting the situation back on track.

	“Right.” Mark put his smile away.

	Emily glared. “You can’t just appreciate these moments, can you? So, what are we looking for?”

	“How to find a person,” Marcy presented the request. “Feel free to start asking around,” and after giving that suggestion, she did just that. Her raised-up arm got the attention of a being made of smoke who she began to talk to, “I’m looking for a way to find someone?”

	The smoke monster appeared to be in thought before answering with courtesy, “Sorry, I wouldn’t know. Would you know where I can get a piece of the first flame?”

	“Find Periphas.” Marcy looked up and down the road and somehow knew the direction. “He’ll be that way. You’ll need the liver of a human male for trade. Preferably one from a man that defied God.”

	“Thank you.” The smoke monster then looked at Mark. “Would you be willing to trade anything for that human liver?”

	“I’m sorry,” she acted graciously so as not to offend, “I can’t part with any of those particular pieces today. Though, I do have some on hand.”

	“Well, well,” the smoke monster sounded pleased. “Anything that I can trade for one. . ?”

	Seeing how casually Marcy had been able to interact with the Otherworldly dweller, the others began doing the same. Their attempts soon drew the attention of one who knew.

	A baby-armed armadillo-like creature with a weaselly expression scuttled up to Emily. “I hear your party is trying to find a method to locate a person. Look for Laplace. But be careful. He’s a demon. Their kind tends to ask for outrageous compensation. Now then, how much do you want for the human male?”

	Instead of acting offended, Emily answered politely, “He’s not for sale to you.”

	“You want nothing at all?” The armadillo pressured. “I know Witches love their ingredients. I have a pinch of void cap spores that are worth, at the very least, two human males and I’m offering it to you for just the one. How could you say no? They’re easy enough to find replacements in your world, unlike this rare material.”

	“The answer is still no,” she answered easily and held up her hand to show the engagement ring.

	“Aha,” the armadillo was able to understand now. “A soul bond. Sorry that I asked.”

	“Excuse me,” Marcy had approached and sought the attention of the creature. “I don’t have a whole human to offer, but” she pulled out four human hearts, “could I possibly get that pinch in exchange for these? I assure you they are all male and fresh.”

	The armadillo deliberated for a moment and shrugged. “I guess I can’t be that picky. Hearts are the most valuable part. Four of them are probably as good as one whole human. It’s a deal.”

	Emily stared at Marcy with an appalled expression during the entire transaction. Once over, she demanded, “Where did you get those?”

	“The Hunters weren’t going to be needing their organs,” Marcy answered.

	“You butchered their corpses?”

	“I guess I did,” Marcy admitted. “But I wasn’t acting vindictive when I did so. I just did not see the point in wasting good material. Anyway, they did try to kill us. Shouldn’t you feel satisfied they got what was coming to them?”

	“What the fuck is wrong with you!?” Emily was revolted. “They’re still humans which deserve some kind of respect.”

	Marcy pondered. “Why?”

	Emily clenched her fist angrily. “This is why they’re trying to fucking kill you.”

	Marcy did not like the scolding and appeared annoyed. Not interested in having an argument, she moved on quickly, “Shall we find Laplace?”

	“For fuck’s sake.” Emily stormed off. “Let’s get this done before I lose my goddamn mind dealing with you. I just—” she interrupted her rage to take a calming breath. “Once this is over … I don’t care what you do. But stay out of my life.”

	Mark stepped in as a voice of reason, “You don’t mean that—”

	Emily turned and pointed at him accusatively. “She doesn’t give a shit about anybody but herself. She’s just an autistic fuck up that isn’t even trying to be human anymore. She isn’t even human anymore actually. Remember? She gave that up. Don’t defend her. All the shit that’s going on right now is just her trying to fix her own mistakes. And thinking that fixing her own mistakes, which shouldn’t even exist in the first place, is somehow the right thing, is not the right thing. The right thing would have been not to make those mistakes in the first place. It’s only been a few hours since we’ve seen each other, and I’m already so tired of her. Let’s get this done and be on our separate ways.”

	Mark knew not to say anything. And Ligaya and Rachael felt they could not say anything even if they did not agree.

	Hearing that made Marcy furrow her brow in self-directed disappointment. She had messed up again.

	 

	 

	 

	The group stood before the storefront of Laplace’s Directory. Rachael did not bother wasting time, and the moment she knew this was the place to be, went inside. Emily and Mark followed right after, not wanting to leave Rachael alone in the building belonging to a demon. That left Marcy and Ligaya alone for a moment.

	Marcy turned to Ligaya to make a request, “Do you mind staying out here to keep watch?”

	“Being excluded again I see,” Ligaya pouted in her apathetic way.

	“No,” Marcy assured. “That’s not it at all. I’m trusting you to keep us safe in case Laplace tries to trap us inside.”

	“I guess I can do that,” Ligaya halfheartedly agreed.

	“Thank you,” Marcy appreciated. “This should be quick. Be ready.”

	Ligaya sighed which caught Marcy’s attention and then sympathy was given, “Are you alright with what Emily said?”

	“I’m just fine,” Marcy assured with a neutral expression, and she did not wait any longer to explain as she entered the building.

	On the other side of the aperture was the rest of the group who had been waiting. The area they stood was the beginning of a wide passage that led deep into darkness beyond. Little did the lights in this building help. The hanging fixtures only worked to illuminate the drifting dust to create a haze that concealed what was beyond. And the dark coloring of the wooden floors and walls seemed to absorb the light.

	When the door closed, Emily wondered, “Is Ligaya not coming in?”

	“She decided to wait outside,” Marcy lied. “Anyway, why are you standing around? I expected you to already be talking with Laplace.”

	“You’re the black magic expert,” Emily said as an accusation. “So, you probably know how to deal with a demon better than the rest of us.”

	“Maybe so,” Marcy seemed to agree using the same neutrality in her voice and expression. “But maybe that’s a bad thing. You wouldn’t want me making morally corrupt deals on your behalf, right? Why don’t you try to deal with Laplace on your own?”

	“Are you being passive-aggressive right now?” Emily assumed.

	“No,” Marcy assured. “You know that I’m always straightforward with my aggression. This is me trying to be courteous, I guess.”

	“Both of you,” Rachael barked as the arguing seemed to never stop no matter how close it came to the end of the issue. She took it upon herself to say what was needed, “Stop. We get the location of Olivia, save her, then do the same for Andy. Hell, I’m going to ask the demon if it knows where Andy is, too.”

	With that, she took it upon herself to go further into the store and be the one to make the deal if she had to. The wooden flooring made each of her footsteps echo as she disappeared into the haze.

	Emily quickly followed out of concern, but also to get away from the person she did not want to be around.

	Mark decided to stay with Marcy for a bit to try helping in some way by starting to say, “I know she said some harsh things—”

	But he was interrupted by her telling him to “Go.”

	He shut up and did as she told, leaving her behind. 

	Rachael reached the end of the passage soon followed by Emily and then Mark. The room they had found was the size of a normal office space, but with a more open feel because of the complete lack of furniture. Instead, there were only crisp papers scattered everywhere creating several large piles. The walls were also covered in layers and layers. Each was a map of some kind, ranging from geographical landscapes to city plans to diagrams of the universe. They could easily be read thanks to the glass ceiling that glowed like a fluorescent light, which made little sense since outside had no light at all.

	However, there did not seem to be anyone here. That was when one of the nearest piles began to tremble, several of the sheets cascading down like a little avalanche. The contents then shifted, lifted, and scattered as spidery legs emerged from within and beneath. Sharp clicks of pointed appendages dragged out the monster that was like a giant hand with too many fingers. But there was no pink flesh but the hard, bloodred shell of an arthropod. Mounted on its back was a torso that had both arms and head replaced by more appendages. That body was dressed in a white shirt, black vest, and a tie.

	“Welcome,” spoke Laplace. “What can a humble demon offer such powerful Witches?”

	“We’re looking for a person …” Rachael began to explain without concern.

	Back by the front entrance, Marcy was preparing. Her arms were held out at her sides with her fingers spread wide. As she took a breath, she slowly lifted them in front of her. There was a moment of pause as she considered what she was about to do and knew this was the only way.

	Marcy quickly swept both arms down as she cast “Lalqus.” There was a sudden turmoil of wind within the room at the end that began to pull back into the passage. As papers were dragged out, so were Rachael and Emily lifted off their feet. That very same Lalqus was used to propel Marcy forward through the passage. The women flew past each other, swapping places. Marcy bit her hand and splashed the blood on the ground creating a red line between her and the two of them. “Doblo Pesimas,” was cast. A glowing, translucent red barrier materialized to seal off the passage. Marcy was now the one in the room alongside Mark who had not been targeted by the spell.

	“Hm,” Laplace was curious about what just happened. “This is an interesting development.”

	“They don’t know how to make the hard choices.” Marcy gripped the back of Mark’s neck, her claws growing to show how serious she was.

	“Marcy—?” Mark tried to question what was going on only for a claw to press against his throat to silence him.

	“I offer you this man in exchange for the information …”

	Emily and Rachael hurried back through the passage only to find the bloody blockade. Emily screamed as she pounded a fist on the wall, then kicked hard with anger.

	“What’s she doing?” Rachael questioned with tension in her voice.

	“Something stupid!” was all Emily needed to know. She stepped away and instructed, “Stand back.” Then she aimed her hand at the barrier …

	“My, my,” Laplace was intrigued. “How could I not take you up on that offer?” Legs began to reach toward Mark.

	Marcy pulled Mark back to show she was not ready to hand him over quite yet. “You think I’d trust a demon to keep his side of the bargain once he got what he wanted?”

	“You just betrayed your friends and you’re talking about trust to me?” Laplace was humored.

	“A man’s life is worth a lot less than that of a fellow Witch,” Marcy compared, “even if they wouldn’t agree. I’m acting against their poor decision-making for what’s best.”

	“Well, I can agree with you there.” They were of a common mind. Laplace wandered away to search for the information, Olivia’s location, that it was already aware of from the prior discussion with Rachael. A moment later, it returned with a piece of paper and laid the sheet on the ground. An aerial view of Darkess was presented and Laplace pointed to a place. “Right here at the old brewery back in your city. An easy find.”

	“Thanks …”

	“Ret Egra Rikest!” Emily cast a more powerful version of lightning. To both women’s surprise, the barrier dropped before being hit by the spell. That left the arching energy to fire straight down the passage.

	Marcy sidestepped and pulled Mark aside which moved them out of the way just in time. An immense lightning bolt shot passed and struck Laplace. The demon staggered and hissed. Energy bounced in every direction from the impact igniting the loose pieces of paper and rapidly filled the room with flames.

	“You Witch!”

	Marcy turned and ran back down the passage while dragging Mark by the collar of his shirt. When she met up with the others, “Here, take him,” Mark was passed over to Emily who caught him and had him running on his own.

	“What did you do!” Emily demanded.

	Rachael followed up with her own concern, “Did you get the information?”

	“Yes,” Marcy answered Rachael. “Now we need to get out of here. I’ll explain after.”

	They reached the end of the passage, and Marcy used her body to smash through the door in case it had been locked. The wood exploded, and they were outside. Ligaya was there standing over several incapacitated creatures that she had beaten up.

	“What’s going on?” She also wondered when she saw the others flying out of the building.

	No explanation was given again. Only, “We need to get back to our realm.”

	Ligaya did not question why and just joined the group as they stormed down the street before the situation in the Bizarre Bazaar became something like a witch hunt.


Chapter 16: On the Other Side of Madness

	 

	 

	Little Emily was in Sunday school with many other kids her age. The décor was similar to a preschool classroom, cubbies on one side of the room, toys on shelves, and art on the walls, but there were no desks. Instead, everybody sat on the rough, grey-blue carpeting.

	The teacher in the room finished reading a piece of scripture that was attuned to mold the young minds, “Amen.” Her sentiment was then repeated by the children. “I hope you liked that story. Do any of you have questions at all?” But none did. So, they moved quickly to the next activity, “Alright, well, now it’s time for some coloring. Let’s get into pairs.”

	As the kids ran around grouping up with their closest friends or those that they at least did not dislike, Emily was ignored by them all. By the end, she was left alone without a partner which was not uncommon.

	“Emily,” the teacher called as she walked over with another young girl that had no partner. “Why don’t you be with Marcy? Her family is new to the church, and she could use a friend.”

	“Okay,” Emily sheepishly agreed.

	“Wonderful. Are you okay with that, Marcy?”

	Marcy did not say anything. She did not even dare to meet anyone’s eyes.

	“She’s quiet, so please be nice,” the teacher instructed Emily.

	“Huh, sure.”

	“Okay.” The teacher then turned away. As she walked back to the front of the room, she spoke loudly so that all could hear, “I’ve left out plenty of colorful paper and markers, so let’s draw some pictures of whatever makes you happy. Maybe your family. Or maybe your pets.”

	Marcy just stood there always looking away. Squeezed tightly in her arms was a stuffed animal called Spookals. She also wore a purple shirt with the mascot on it. The surprisingly cute little creature was like a bat mixed with a butterfly. He had pointed ears popping up from the top of his head as well as big, ball eyes with slightly skewed irises. The inflated features were then contrasted by a small swoop for a smile. His cylindrical body had two short legs that ended in points. In place of arms were wings. The color palette was purple and violet.

	“Hello,” Emily said.

	Marcy did not respond, but instead, seemed to shrink a little.

	“You just moved here?”

	The question made Marcy retreat even more. Her face started to scrunch as if she was holding back tears.

	“Who’s that?”

	Marcy’s demeanor flipped all of a sudden. Her rising worry vanished, and she became very talkative, even if the words she was trying to convey stumbled over each other, “Spookals is … uh … my friend. And Spookals is … uh … butterbat. Some of the other Holly Dolks are scared of him but then they aren’t because he’s nice. He seems scary but that is so he can scare the real monsters away and keep the others safe. He likes sleeping in flowers. And … and …” she became very quiet again and sad as she realized she had been rambling on.

	“It’s okay,” Emily comforted in confusion. “How about we just draw some pictures?”

	Marcy nodded her head in agreement.

	For the most part, they sat and worked without talking. Marcy drew a picture of Spookals as to be expected. Emily ended up not drawing anything. She only stared at the piece of blank paper and wondered what was it that made her happy. But she did not know.

	Eventually, parents began picking up their kids as Sunday mass was coming to an end. Emily’s father and mother, Matthew and Rebecca Adams, were soon through the door looking stern. They took their daughter and quickly made their leave.

	Marcy waved goodbye to Emily.

	Emily attempted to wave back but her mother grabbed her hand aggressively, saying as they walked away, “Stay away from that retard girl.”

	 

	 

	 

	The next day at grade school, an escort walked the special-needs children through the cafeteria to their table to eat lunch.

	Among them was Marcy carrying her precious stuffed animal. Eye contact was avoided as usual but that did not stop her from noticing the familiar outline of someone she recognized from yesterday. Emily was among the kids also having lunch at this time, though she was sitting alone. Marcy glanced just the slightest before having to stare back at the ground. Even so, she waved in the direction of the other girl. The greeting was ignored. Marcy squeezed Spookals tighter and sat sadly.

	Another kid that was sitting at a nearby table saw the interaction and felt the need to involve herself, the redheaded girl wondering, “Why did you ignore her? She looks so sad now. That was mean.”

	“My mom said not to because she’s retarded,” Emily justified.

	“You can’t say that about somebody.” Rachael had the most upset look.

	“But she is,” Emily stood her ground.

	“That’s why nobody likes you,” Mark, who was sitting at the table with Rachael and his best friend Andy, vilified Emily.

	“I don’t need you to like me,” Emily said with her childish anger. “You’re just a bunch of … of … retards, too.”

	Mark stood up like he was ready to fight and shouted, “Stop using that word you … you’re a … you B word!”

	That shocked all those that heard him declare it, and adults quickly became involved to figure out what was going on. In the end, the two main culprits, Emily and Mark, were given detention slips along with their parents being called.

	When the day came to an end and Rachael and Andy were being picked up by their mother, Moreen, Mark was not with them as he usually would be. Instead, the two kids carried a sense of despair over their heads.

	“What’s the matter?” Their mother asked. “Where’s Mark?”

	“He got detention for calling a girl the B word,” Rachael explained with the tone of a sigh.

	“Are you serious?” Their mother stared into the review mirror with concern about the news, though it was not too surprising.

	“It was that Emily girl,” Andy defended his friend. “And she is. She called one of the special-needs girls the R-word. And she called us the R-word also.”

	Moreen suddenly took on a more compassionate front as she exhaled her held breath. “Well, I bet she was acting like a B word then. But that doesn’t give Mark the right to call her such a thing.”

	“She started it,” Andy blamed.

	“She’s still a kid like you,” Moreen excused. “She’s just acting like the people around her act.”

	“But she doesn’t have any friends,” he told.

	“That … yeah,” that was sad but believable. “She’s got parents, though. And they’re not as cool as your mom. They’re very ‘devout’ Christians. Honestly, I worry for that girl. She’s definitely going to end up like them then.”

	“Why?” Rachael wondered.

	“Because she’s got nobody to show her another way to live.”

	 

	 

	 

	The next day of school came, and it was now recess time. Rachael was with Andy and a few other kids playing on the playground equipment, casting imaginary magic. They were acting like superheroes and making up fantasy adventures in the most joyous display. But Rachael stopped playing for a moment when she recognized someone.

	Marcy, dressed up in a big, fluffy, purple coat, and carrying her precious toy as always, was being escorted from one building to another. Because of yesterday’s incident, she had not gone to lunch this day. The anxiety of the situation made her afraid to eat around others, and she had to have an isolated time to eat which was what she was coming back from.

	Rachael did not think too much about what proper action to take and just hurried over before she lost this chance.

	Seeing the redheaded girl approach in such a hasty manner, Marcy became very fearful. She held Spookals over her face and backed away to be behind the adult that was with her.

	“Woah,” the guardian uttered which brought Rachael to a halt. “You’ve got to approach more delicately than that. You’re going to scare her.”

	“Oh,” Rachael realized too late. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I was just wondering if she wanted to play with us?”

	The guardian’s brow furrowed at the question that seemed to be an obvious no. But Marcy peeked around just the slightest when the question was asked. That was a sign of interest. The guardian looked at the situation and saw that this could be a good opportunity for Marcy to develop. To test the waters, instead of throwing her into the deep end, the question was posed, “Well, maybe you can try asking her?”

	“Uh, okay,” Rachael accepted the chance and looked intently, yet kindly at the other girl. “You’re Marcy?”

	Marcy did not say anything.

	“I like your Spookals,” Rachael complimented.

	“Is Spookals your friend, too?” Marcy held him out to both be presented and also as a shield she could hide behind.

	“Sure, he is,” Rachael answered. “How about we also be friends, too? Do you want to come and play with me?”

	Even as Marcy was staring at the ground, she nodded her head with a smile.

	The guardian clasped their own hands proudly and assured, “You go play, Marcy. I’ll be right by watching from the bench. Come to me if you get tired or just want to head in, alright?”

	Marcy acknowledged that she understood by nodding again.

	The two girls slowly made their way back to the playground and joined the others. A few introductions were given but not much more was said than that. For the most part, Marcy sat by herself a bit out of the way so as not to get trampled on as the other kids ran around. Rachael and Andy made sure to sit by Marcy now and then to play with her and Spookals. Even had they not, just being near the other kids made Marcy feel accepted in some way.

	 

	 

	 

	After a few days of suspension, Emily eventually returned to school. However, being back seemed more like a punishment. All the other kids had already ignored her before, but now many of them would give her the stink eye. She used to not be liked. Now she was hated.

	At least during recess time, she could get away from the judgment. There was this spot where she always sat that was isolated. Just around the corner of the building hid her just out of view and away from the playground.

	She did pretty much nothing while she was at her spot other than wait. That was because she was not allowed to do much outside of school either, so she really did not know how to do things. Books were prohibited in her house and the rule followed her to school, if not a textbook. She would not graffiti on the pavement with chalk like a criminal. And, obviously, she had nobody to play with. That left her to think mindlessly over the ideas drilled into her head.

	However, today was not the same for Emily. Instead of being completely ignored, there was a kid that decided to approach her. It was the redheaded girl who appeared from around the corner.

	“What do you want?” Emily questioned, not sure if she was annoyed or scared at this interaction.

	“Come play with us,” Rachael thoughtfully offered.

	Emily was so very surprised that she was left speechless for a moment. After the incident in the lunchroom, the last thing she believed would happen was her inclusion in anything. But the very person who she had called a retard was the one showing this kindness. There was no knowing what to say other than “I don’t want to.”

	“Why?” Rachael sincerely wondered.

	“Because you’re playing with the retard.” Emily scowled. “And that jerk,” meaning Mark who had also returned from his suspension.

	“You really should stop saying that,” Rachael said as advice instead of a lecture or a disconcerted remark. “You’ll get in trouble again.”

	“I don’t care,” Emily continued to reject whatever compassion came her way.

	“And it’s also why nobody likes you,” Rachael felt the need to explain.

	“I already said I don’t need anybody to like me,” Emily reminded.

	“Well,” Rachael pondered on how true that was, “let’s change that. You’re a B word and I want to hang out with you, so you can hang out with Marcy and Mark even if you don’t like them.”

	“I said no.”

	“If that’s what you really want,” Rachael accepted for the time being. “Enjoy sitting here. We’ll be waiting if you ever don’t want to be alone anymore.”

	Then Rachael left the situation alone for the day and returned to play with her friends. Emily had not been convinced in any way and swore that she would never join. And that would have been the case if that had been the only effort. But Rachael came back the next day with the same offer. And then the next. And again, no matter how many times she was told to go away. Her persistence showed she was not giving up. That was when the day came that those efforts broke through.

	Emily stood on the perimeter of the playground as all the kids stared at her, judgingly. But none of them sneered or told her to leave. The thing was, though Rachael was the only one actively offering peace, her attempts were noticed by the others. So, when Emily finally did come to join, she was tolerated instead of being outright outcast

	Eventually, tolerance turned to acceptance. Those times on the playground, in the lunchroom, and during class changed much with the girl who used to have nobody.

	 

	 

	 

	Years went by and Emily grew up to be more independent, as independent as a fourteen-year-old could be with overbearing parents. Their ideals were no longer hers. She did not care about the religious mysticism that had once filled her life, and instead, sought to discover the true fantasies of the world itself outside of a structured system that said one type of magic was real when others were false. All magic was real; that which her parents believed, but also that of Buddhism, Paganism, stories told by a nation’s first people, and the heroic legends known throughout the world.

	Far more adult than most, Emily made her own choices in life and accepted the burden of her parent’s retribution. They screamed and yelled, even smacked her, and locked her in her room when she acted against their demands such as leaving the house without their approval. Though, she never would have been able to leave had she ever tried to get their permission.

	“Let me leave,” Emily demanded as her mother and father stood in the way of the front door.

	“When did you become such an ungrateful child?” Emily’s mother, Rebecca, labeled.

	Emily fell back into her mind to consider the time when she changed and knew exactly when, “Back when you told me to not hang out with Marcy, because” quote, “she’s retarded,” unquote. “But Marcy is great and it’s you two that are just …” oh, how badly she wanted to call them assholes. “You’re not good people. That’s why nobody likes you in this town. And you wanted everybody to hate me, too.”

	“And look what that retard did to you,” Rebecca accused. “She turned our own daughter against us. Now, you disobey everything we say. And you’ve been worshipping the Devil with her and that other sinful girl.”

	“They’re my friends,” Emily defended. “Even after being raised by you to hate everybody, they looked passed my shitty behavior and showed me what it’s like to be kind to others, unlike you. Your stupid religion just lets you pretend you’re good because you think you’re better than everybody. But really, you’re selfish, judgmental … assholes—”

	Rebecca slapped Emily across the face as she commanded, “Go to your room!”

	“No!” Emily refused as she pushed her mom back.

	Mathew rushed over, grabbed Emily by the wrist, and aggressively started dragging her down the hallway.

	“You’re hurting me!” Emily screamed as she thrashed to break free.

	“Can’t you see how you’re hurting your mother!?” He blamed.

	“I said,” Emily’s flailing hand grabbed a picture off the wall, “You’re hurting me!” She then swung the object, the glass crashing and shattering over his head.

	He stumbled from the hit and let her go as he felt the back of his head. Anger rose. He shoved Emily hard, and her head struck the wall with a loud crack leaving her bleeding.

	“What’s wrong with you, you worthless girl!?” He tore her down.

	Rebecca was the one to rush up this time and grabbed Emily by the hair, tearing strands and screaming, “Get out of this house! Get out! Don’t you dare come back unless you’ve corrected yourself!”

	Emily stormed out the front door and stumbled down the footpath with absolutely nothing as she gritted her teeth angrily while her eyes filled with tears.

	Hours passed as the night grew darker and colder. Emily had wandered around the west side of Darkess until she wound up in Heirloom Park. She sat on a bench and looked up at the bleak sky that rarely revealed any stars.

	She wondered if this was for the best. To be away from them meant to no longer be poisoned by their self-righteous values. She was free to serve the world how she wanted, to place hope into the chaos rather than add more to it. 

	And yet, there was no denying that she had been abandoned by those that had brought her into this world, those who chose to have her and thereby chose to take on the responsibility of nurturing a life. To have a child is the most selfless decision to make because a parent must then sacrifice their happiness, and their life in place of their child’s happiness and life. But her parents chose to be selfish yet again.

	Emily began to cry.

	From the shadows materialized two, Rachael and Marcy.

	Emily hushed and hid her expressions of sadness before quickly asking, “What are you doing here?”

	“When you didn’t show up, we came looking,” Rachael answered.

	“Why?” Emily thought that was a ridiculous choice. “You know my parents are assholes. If I didn’t show up, then that’s because they wouldn’t let me.”

	“Then why are you here and not at home?” Rachael pointed out.

	“I was kicked out,” Emily admitted easily to these two girls whom she had come to trust far more than anyone else in her life.

	Both gave concerned looks as they took a seat on the bench beside their friend.

	“You can stay with me,” Marcy offered even though her kindness was out of place at this moment.

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Rachael went backward in the conversation. “How about you tell us what happened . . ?”

	 

	 

	 

	Back in the Olden Woods, in the same location where the group had left, they reappeared. Not much time passed, but while they were gone, the candles had burned out and the smoke dispersed. The ritual sight had become dark and hollow.

	As Mark leaned against a tree to take a breath, while Emily did more or less the same, with Ligaya drifting around the area, and Marcy dispelling the door, Rachael worked quickly to relight some of the candles as she was aware The Midnight Man would still be around.

	“For a moment,” Mark exhaustedly huffed, “I actually thought you were going to sell me to that demon.”

	“Excuse me?” What Emily heard gave rise to her aggression. After a long, judging stare that stabbed across the still air, she quickly stepped to Marcy. Standing imposingly for a prolonged moment felt crushing. Then a swift slap struck Marcy across the cheek. After another pause, Emily swung her hand again, backhanding Marcy on the other cheek. Not asked out of anger or frustration, just from a truly deep place of distress, “What’s wrong with you?”

	“I did what needed to be done,” Marcy stated without guilt as she rubbed her pink cheek. “Now we know where Olivia is.”

	“You used Mark like a tool—”

	“Never with the intention to actually hand him over,” Marcy justified.

	“But he could have been taken anyway because of the situation that you put him in,” Emily stressed. “Whatever you intended, whatever the result, you used him.”

	“What would you have suggested then?” Marcy challenged to hear another option.

	“I don’t know,” Emily admitted. “But we would have figured something out.”

	“Something that takes too long,” Marcy disputed. “Something that might go against your morality.”

	“How is using Mark not against your morality?” Emily confoundedly questioned.

	“Because I never would have let anything bad happen,” Marcy assured.

	“But you can’t guarantee that,” Emily stressed the point. “The only way would have been not to put him in that situation in the first place.”

	“What then?” Marcy said almost like a demand.

	“I don’t know,” Emily repeated her uncertainty. “But not this.”

	“I did what I had to.” Marcy made no mistake.

	“You really don’t care,” Emily accused.

	“I do care,” Marcy said with absolute certainty.

	“I don’t see it,” Emily refuted.

	“I care,” Marcy echoed. “I love you. I love you all. And I will do what needs to be done to protect what we have, even if that means having to put some of us in danger sometimes. This life as a Witch is not without risk. And now that we’ve been dragged into the consequences of my actions, the only way to fix this is by taking more risks. There is no other option.”

	“Are you even listening to yourself?” Emily tried to draw out a sense of understanding.

	That was unnecessary because Marcy was aware. “I know that I did many wrong things that got us to this point. I never wanted this, and I am sorry. I was being selfish and irresponsible because I didn’t think my choices would affect any of you as they have. I thought they would only affect me. I was wrong. Now I’m doing what I must to ensure we get through this.” She turned away as she solemnly spoke, “Even if my actions make you hate me, I’m okay with that. Not like you could hate me more than you already do.”

	“Why do you want me to hate you?” Emily had to ask.

	“I don’t,” Marcy professed. “But if you will, I accept that, because I won’t stop making the difficult choices no matter how much you hate me. I’m sorry.” A thought from the past slowly returned. “I’m sorry.” She took a slow breath that was exhaled out of her nose. “I’m sorry. It was not my place for what I did those years ago—”

	“Let’s not—” Emily slowly shook her head, wanting to avoid the painful memories.

	“I took that choice away from you,” Marcy continued because this was where their conflict truly resided. They would never be able to understand each other like they once had until this issue, this painful action, this permanent spot in their history was acknowledged. “But it was a dumb choice, and I know me saying that probably just made you scowl, but it was dumb. And I don’t regret what I did.”

	“Just stop talking,” Emily stressed as calmly as she could.

	“Then what?” Marcy presented the unresolved reality. “You forget about it? Of course not. You’ve been holding this pain forever now. I’ve been quiet, been patient, been locked up this whole time hoping that was what you wanted and what might help you come to terms. But you don’t want closure—”

	“Shut up!” Emily finally broke her tolerance.

	“You want to be sad and alone—” Marcy accused.

	“You’re the reason I am alone!” Emily cast her own blame.

	“So that is how you really feel?” Marcy slowly nodded her head with humble contentment for having drawn out the truth. “What about Mark? What about Rachael? Do they mean nothing?”

	“They do,” Emily defended.

	“But they’re not enough?”

	“They are.”

	“You just wanted more?” Marcy defined.

	“I didn’t ‘just’ want more,” Emily apposed the thought. “I wanted to bring a child into this world who deserved to be here. But you took that away.”

	“I did what I did because I didn’t want to lose my sister,” Marcy admitted. “Sure, that is selfish. But you were being selfish, too. You would leave a child motherless, a man brokenhearted, and your sisters behind.”

	“What I decided had nothing to do with any of you—”

	“I know that.” However, Marcy also recognized, “But it wasn’t about the child either. The child was just your need to validate your life. You had a shitty upbringing and wanted to prove that you were better than your parents. I guess sacrificing yourself would certainly prove something—”

	“It wasn’t about them either!” Emily denied.

	“Don’t lie!” Marcy broke her calm demeanor for that split second as her frustrations were getting the better of her and her true feelings slipped. Calmly, she reiterated, “Don’t lie to me. Don’t keep lying to yourself.”

	“I’m not lying,” Emily stressed. “Mark and I always wanted a family. A child to love. This was our only chance.”

	“Mark?” Marcy turned to him for an opinion.

	Mark was caught off guard and instinctively drew his arms up in surrender as he took a step back. He did not want to be a part of this terrifying conversation. Unfortunately, his actions said everything. From the very beginning and even now, he abstained from the issue.

	“Mark?” Emily was finally realizing something.

	“You never asked him how he felt,” Marcy criticized. “And he never said anything. It was your decision, but that’s because it was only for yourself, not about him or the child. You needed to prove that your parents were pieces of shit and that you were better than them. And you would of, even at the cost of your life. But I couldn’t lose you to your pride.”

	“Fuck you! Fuck you! Fuck you! It! … it … they? … they.”

	“On that bench all those years ago …” Marcy remembered, slowly telling every detail, every tear shed that night until there was nothing more to be said. Oh, how Emily had declared that she would be better, how she would do anything to make her parents recognize how wrong they were. Maybe those words were forgotten, but the feelings were still held in some subconscious place. She was still bound to them, to their will because her decisions were based around them even if acting in opposition. When all was said and done, Marcy turned away to hide her sorrowful expression as she accepted, “Hate me all you want. I’m used to it. But I’ll still love you. And I’ll protect you, even from yourself.”

	Arms suddenly dragged Marcy into an embrace as Emily said while she wept, “I do hate you so fucking much.”

	Marcy patted Emily on the arm as she cautiously understood, “It’s still too soon for this issue to be resolved but—”

	“Just shut up,” Emily ordered.

	“Okay,” Marcy agreed.

	That was when Rachael joined the embrace by taking the other two women in her arms. Then Mark joined, able to hug all three women. Ligaya joined in in her own way, placing a hand on Marcy’s shoulder while standing a bit away and looking off into the distance.

	“This is good,” Marcy remarked before turning toward the important matter, “But we need to save Olivia.”


Chapter 17: Night Raid

	 

	 

	 

	The abandoned brewery had always been a recognizable landmark in Darkess as it was right between two access highways. Anybody that was coming and going from the south side would have to drive passed the buildings. But, as publicly viewed as it was, few people ever trespassed. Standard security measures were enough of a deterrent. A guard would patrol routinely, a few digital cameras watch the perimeter, and a chain link fence separated the sidewalk from the rest of the property. However, there was no knowing if any of those things remained once the Witch Hunters took over, nor what new measures might have been put in place.

	“We just approach?” Emily questioned as the group approached the building after having gotten out of the parked car.

	“No matter how we try to get into the building, we’ll have to face the Hunters,” Marcy understood. “Going through the front is the most direct way to get to Olivia. And we’re far more prepared to deal with them this time,” which was confirmed by looking at Rachael who carried a plastic bag of supplies.

	“Well, are you sure she’s where you think she is?” Emily continued to be the cautious one.

	“Demons lie but they’re also very prideful. The only way the information is inaccurate is if Laplace chose to be wrong,” Marcy explained. “I can guarantee no demon wants that kind of humiliation.”

	“Alright,” that reasoning was believable enough. “What about if they set up an ambush?”

	“Try not to fall for it.” Marcy ripped the lock off the gate using pure strength and swung the way open as her way of saying ‘Now, come on.’

	The group entered the property and began walking down the road.

	“Don’t worry too much,” Mark said as comfort to Emily while he stood and embraced her from behind, the two of them moving in tandem.

	Marcy poked Rachael’s shoulder and then said with a smile, as they turned to look at each other, “You don’t worry either. After this, we’ll get Andy back.”

	Rachael silently nodded with clear disappointment hanging over her.

	Marcy recognized the issue, “I’m sorry I couldn’t ask Laplace where to find him.”

	“It’s okay,” Rachael accepted. “I’m sure the price for that information would have been too great. With all of us working together, we should be able to find another way.”

	“Agreed.”

	They passed by the first building and then entered through the front entrance of the second, remaining near the door to be safe.

	Marcy stood a bit deeper in the room than the others to investigate what might be ahead. She began by smelling the air and could not help crinkling her nose. There was something chemically putrid purposely put to block that particular sense. Then attempting to listen was blocked by a fabricated frequency. These safeguards were clearly meant for her. But what could not be blocked so easily from her was magic. She held up her hand and whispered into her palm, “Cetted Cigma.” Glowing dust appeared between her fingers, and she cast it forward. The particles floated for a moment before quickly dispersing as there was nothing to cling to. It seemed not even magic had been placed around the room. That was suspicious.

	She slowly stepped forward a few feet with continued precaution, ready for the ambush. That is to say, a conventional ambush. But suddenly, there was a heavy detonation directly beneath her. In that second, she realized why her senses were being blocked and that was to conceal the presence of explosive devices.

	The concrete floor erupted upward around her. The blast wave struck her body as did much of the debris. She was in great pain to the point she could not move for the moment. She and everything crumbled and fell to the lower floor. Her body landed hard on a pile of rubble and was impaled by rebar. Her hands hovered over the piece of metal stabbing through her back and out her stomach.

	Rachael, Emily, and Mark ran over and looked down into the hole to see the gruesome sight of their friend and did not know what to do.

	Marcy looked back at them and said, through bloodstained teeth, “Keep going.” Trusting in her, and aware of the importance of why they were here, no convincing was needed, and they quickly made their way around the hole. She was relieved that there was no hesitation. But she understood she had to get herself out of this bad situation without anyone else now. Unfortunately, things went from bad to worse.

	A Hunter appeared out of the settling dust that lingered in the room and approached with the determined steps of the grievous man he was. The knife in his hand was driven into the left of Marcy’s chest before she had time to react. That would have been a lethal blow if not for the fact that her heart was unnaturally placed on the right side of her chest.

	She gripped his forearm with one hand and swiped her other claws at his face. He caught her forearm and rotated his hold to lock her entire arm between his bicep and ribs. She pulled herself using the hold she had of him. Her body lifted off the pile, the rebar ripping back out, the knife cutting through her shoulder, and her locked arm being dislocated, but she landed on his back.

	Her hold on him was released so she could claw at his throat and end this quickly. However, now that his wrist was not being gripped, he rotated the knife in his hand and stabbed backward at her face. She moved her head to the side to avoid being lobotomized. That was when he released his lock on her arm so that he could grab her by her hair, dragging her off him, and throwing her to the floor. When she landed, his leg lifted and stomped down. She rolled and crawled to find safety a short distance away.

	“You moved your heart,” Shaw noted.

	Marcy took half a second to quickly heal the major damage and then re-engaged before the pace of the fight reset. Right on him, him barely ready to counter, she disrupted his ability to defend further by repositioning with a sudden dash to be at his side before attacking. The lethal blow almost struck. But her intent was lost to a distraction, the sound of an ignition. “Wait!”

	Rachael, Emily, and Mark were around the hole and about to run across to the other end of the room. They were brought to a stop when they heard Marcy scream out to wait. Just then there was another explosion from above. The floor overhead collapsed a few feet ahead of them.

	Emily cast “Eldish” to protect them from debris that avalanched in their direction, a wall of dust and rocks blasting with great force against the barrier. The moment right after felt instantly calm as everything quickly settled. They seemed to have narrowly survived. But their feelings of safety were lost at the sound of gunfire from shotguns and semiautomatics ripping through the cloud of dust. More mana was forced into the barrier to make it last just a little longer.

	“Ligaya!” was called upon.

	The Aswang appeared, flying up through the hole and attacking the Hunters who were positioned on the floor above. Though she could not physically harm them, her touch was paralytic, earning time as the gunfire ceased momentarily.

	Then Emily called “Rachael!”

	Rachael knew what to do, though wished she did not have to use her material so soon. Taken from the plastic bag, a bar of soap was streaked on the ground to create a wide arch, a line of sacred salt was added on top, and water from a bottle was splashed over. She chanted, “As the sky falls, defend us. Defend us. Defend us.” From the line rose a translucent, light blue magic ward meant solely to repel ballistics. The timing could not have been better as gunfire returned. They seemed safe for the moment as the barrier held fast.

	“What do we do with them blocking the way?” Mark asked in a panic. His eyes were wide.

	“We should go to the left,” Rachael pointed out a door on that side of the room.

	“No,” Emily said calmly. “I have a feeling that’s where they want us to go.”

	“Then what?” Rachael needed to know.

	“Forward like we planned,” Emily decided. The other two did not like the idea by the looks on their faces. “Trust me, please.”

	“Of course,” that was not in question for either of them.

	Mark then smiled widely as he stared upward with shut eyes and took a breath to balance his nerves. He said, jokingly to Rachael, “God. Now you know who wears the pants.”

	“I always knew,” Rachael shared in the humor.

	Emily did not indulge in the comedy. She was focused on timing the next move. But there was no consistent pause as she listened to the gunfire. No matter. “Ready. Go.” She rushed through the barrier, taking a bullet to the back but knowing full well that was likely to happen for her to get in the right position. She stood directly below the hole and held her hands straight up. “Eldish!” covered the open allowing Rachael and Mark to run across the room safely. She dispelled her barrier early which caught the Hunters off guard and gave her a moment to escape to the other end. Unfortunately, not without being hit, this time in the calf, by a few hot pellets from a shotgun.

	Mark caught Emily as she staggered into him, holding her by the shoulders as he looked her over with terrified worry after his hands became wet with blood. “They got you.”

	“I’ll be fine—,” said with pain—

	And interrupted by a Hunter from above shouting, “They’re coming.”

	“We have to go now,” she rushed.

	The three sprinted down the hallway. Reaching an intersection in seconds, they instinctively glanced down the perpendicular paths and caught sight of something truly alarming. Seen down the left was a mounted gun aimed toward the opposite hallway that they had almost gone through. They would have been mowed down had Emily not listened to her instincts. And they still might be as the Hunter mounting the weapon heard the warning and was already turning the barrel toward them. They kept running forward to get out of the line of sight as heavy caliber rounds began to rattle like a bass. The gun was pointed at the hall wall to blindly fire in the direction where they were. Chunks of plaster exploded as bullets whizzed around them.

	Mark grabbed Emily, dragging her into an embrace as if his body could act as a shield, and they dropped to the ground, trying to make themselves as small as possible.

	Rachael knew she needed to do something, kneeling nearby and immediately getting to work on setting up another magic ward against the wall. It took no more than a couple of seconds to do so but those were the luckiest seconds of her life as random rounds ripped passed without a single one even grazing her. The blue barrier was projected and immediately worked to defend them from the attack. The bullets created massive ripples but even such great firepower was stopped, giving them safety. 

	Emily got back on her feet and quickly acted. “Tearger Chrocs Sep Reh Unreth,” created a ball of fire between her hands that she cast forward. It flew down the hall and around the corner. Magic fire exploded and a billow of flames erupted from the perpendicular hallway. The gunfire was brought to an end.

	After a very short moment just to catch their breath, they continued to their goal, reaching a stairway that they knew they needed to go up …

	Marcy, in her moment of distraction when she called out to the others, did not realize until too late that the Hunter’s movements were suddenly much faster. He caught her wrist, pulling her closer as he kicked her directly in the stomach. The air was knocked out of her. In her debilitation, he struck her in the face with his elbow, then he unbent his arm to hammer his fist down and hit her on the top of the head. As she began to fall toward the ground, he stepped forward and kneed up, striking her directly in the chin, then, quickly planting his foot, he kicked her in the stomach again with the other leg. She slid backward from the impact and spat blood. He turned his body toward her and pointed the knife as a challenge.

	The distance was closed in a blink. The Hunter slashed up. Unexpectedly, the tip cut across Marcy’s chest even after she predicted the attack coming and did move to dodge. A ribbon of blood splattered on the floor. Regardless, with the weapon now wide, she chose to swiftly push into him. Blade flipped around and stabbed down into the back of her neck. But her brain already communicated her attack, both arms driving forward like spears. In seamless motion, he sidestepped out of the way of both hands which ripped the blade out the side of her neck. Then he grabbed hold of one of her extended arms tightly to keep her from retreating as he flipped the blade around again and stabbed at her face.

	Flesh and bone knitted fast to restore motor functions near immediately after the knife was removed. Marcy moved her hand in front of the blade and cast, “Tratesh.” The metal broke to her touch all the way down the shaft to the hilt, and when her hand reached and took hold of his hand, his bones broke as well.

	He tried to pull his arm away, but she did not let him go and lunged at his throat with fangs bore. He responded by headbutting her. Her face pulled back with a wincing eye.  The head-to-head hit had been effective enough to stop her, but she saw this as her chance. They were so close that he would not be able to see a low attack coming. She let go of his hand and was able to pull her other arm free, reeling them both back to clamp his sides with her claws. But he had let her go so he could uppercut her which interrupted her action. What followed was a left hook that hit, then a long punch was aimed at her solar plexus.

	“Eldish.” The impact of the punch was stopped. But the tips of Marcy’s fingers burned down to the bone at the activation of the spell that she had cast.

	“What did you expect when using light magic?” Shaw remarked.

	He bent his arm back to have his fist at the center of his chest and clenched the knuckles with his other hand. Legs skipped forward together to reposition right against the barrier, then he thrust his elbow with the power of both arms, shattering through like glass. His arm unfolded in a snap and grabbed hold of Marcy by hers. A quick turn step swung her over his head, and he slammed her hard on the ground. A punch square in the chest followed. The damage was tremendous.

	Marcy coughed up blood as her organs were crushed. All this bleeding was not wanted but there was an opportunity that she used. Teeth bit hard with a sharp click, voicelessly casting Doblo Chrocs. Her spat of red ignited into deep crimson flames directly in his face. He dodged. She rolled away to a safe position where she planted both hands on the ground over a streak of blood. “Doblo Pesimas Nripso.”

	Shaw realized he had overlooked something. Blood was spread across the ground in a way that created a perimeter surrounding him. Glowing, translucent red walls rose to seal him in a pyramid of bloody light. But, because of his strength, how long he was contained was unknown. Still, even a few seconds was enough.

	Marcy jumped out of the basement through the hole and ascended to the next floor through the other one. On the second floor, she rushed across the room into the hall. Down the way were four Hunters with their backs turned as they were going to the stairwell on the opposite end. One stayed back by a door to keep guard. She blinked to be right beside him and swept her arm like a sword, cutting his head off.

	The door opened, and after the gunfire and explosions, Olivia feared who may be entering. So terrifying and calming was the sight of the bloodstained lady in white. “Marcy!?”

	“Let’s go,” Marcy said as she picked Olivia up.

	Rachael, Emily, and Mark readied to ascend the stairs, aware there were most likely a few Hunters waiting right overhead. However, before they could make their move, Marcy bowled through them, throwing two over the railing, another into a wall, and the last to the floor. She jumped down from the upper level on the mid-plateau where there was a window.

	“Escape here,” she directed, then went out the window backward, shattering the glass with her body while keeping Olivia safe. The two landed two stories down. Olivia was set on her feet and Marcy called up to the others, “Jump.”

	“Go, Rachael,” Emily offered.

	“You first,” Rachael, kneeling in the corner, ushered her instead. “I need a second.”

	Emily did not attempt to argue and leaped. Mark stepped up next but looked back to make sure he was not going to be leaving Rachael behind. She appeared almost done with what she was doing, so he jumped. Rachael was up and out right after, landing in Marcy’s arms like the others.

	“Thank you,” Olivia spoke gratefully to them all.

	“Marcy did everything,” Rachael felt that was where the credit was deserved.

	“That’s not true,” Marcy stayed humble. “This wasn’t something I could have done on my own.” 

	“Well,” Mark said with a smile, “I did nothing.”

	“You looked cute,” Emily finally took the time to joke. “Now, let’s go before we lose our chance.” Vertigo suddenly rushed through her head causing the world to spin and become static in her eyes. She collapsed.

	 

	 

	 

	Shaw kneeled by the streak of soap and salt, staring intently at the construction of the ward. “Quite remarkable. Do you know what this is?” He directed the question to the four remaining Hunters standing by.

	“Not specifically,” Jeremiah answered honestly.

	“I wouldn’t expect you to know the specifics,” Shaw granted. “This is an old protection ward used a thousand years ago meant to defend castles from arrow barrages and catapult artillery. The material required to craft such a thing is animal fat, various herbs, sacred salt, and water. The rarer the fat, the rarer the herbs, and the quantity of salt and water all determine the durability of the barrier. She was able to create something that could receive an onslaught of gunfire using nothing more than a bar of soap. Then there’s this …”

	He walked down the hallway followed by the others, reaching the stairwell and ascending. Fingers touched the barrier of cosmic color that not only blocked the window where the Witches escaped but surrounded the entire building. There was no possibility of breaking out for several hours. He looked around to find a pocket watch on the ground, more ward material. He had already found another by the front entrance.

	“She created a time prison,” Shaw recognized. “And I’m guessing she was the one to summon The Midnight Man. The Apostate is strong. The tall one is talented. But the redhead has me the most worried.”


Chapter 18: Fate Diverged

	 

	 

	 

	Mark drove and Rachael sat in the passenger seat so Emily could lay in the back on Marcy allowing her and Olivia to help. Emily was faint and feverish, sweating coldly and breathing heavily. The bullet in her back had missed anything vital but was causing bleeding that was only getting worse by the second. The same could be said about the pellets in her leg. They needed to be removed.

	Marcy was the first to operate. She pressed two fingers into the wound. Her pointed nails cut through the skin and tissue like a scalpel which made reaching inside easy. The bullet was pinched and extracted. The pellets were then also removed.

	Olivia went to work next. She was not a medical expert by any means but did know how to sew and the wounds needed stitches. Of the many odd and specific items brought along as well as stashed in the car, a needle and thread had been among them.

	There was nothing to alleviate the pain leaving Emily to willpower through the entire experience.

	 

	 

	 

	Mark carried Emily through the front door of their house with everybody else following right behind.

	“Bring her to the back room,” Rachael ordered. “Place her on the table. I can set up a ward.”

	Marcy and Olivia did not follow to the back. They had already done as much as they could to help and did not want to get in the way. Now, only Rachael could fix what was left.

	For Olivia, the panicked escape and unexpected surgery had been a surprisingly good distraction. Not just to help her put her kidnapping in the back of her mind, but to alleviate her feelings of unexpected misery. Now left to just stand around, she was becoming dejected even though she believed she should have been feeling nothing but relief.

	“What’s on your mind?” Marcy could tell something was wrong.

	“What?” as if caught off guard by the question. “Uh … oh. I’m … grateful you saved me.”

	“But?”

	“I feel bad,” Olivia admitted. “I feel like this is my fault.”

	“It’s not,” Marcy said so matter-of-factly. “Though, if you need, I could make a detailed explanation why it’s not.”

	Olivia gave a genuine, exhaled chuckle at the unintentional funniness. “I could use that, honestly.”

	“Well, wasn’t Rachael the one that involved you in the first place?” Marcy began her series of reasons.

	“Well, yeah—” that was technically the truth.

	“And I didn’t mention my history with Witch Hunters.”

	“You couldn’t—” Olivia knew about the Curse of Silence.

	“And none of us could have known they would attack at the same time everything else was going on. It was also our decision to save you knowing the risks. You’re also not a fledged Witch like us, so you don’t have the skills to protect yourself—”

	“But that’s the problem,” Olivia voiced her guilt.

	“You,” Marcy emphasized, “didn’t know anything about real magic until yesterday. You have no responsibility to take care of even yourself in a world you’re unfamiliar with.”

	“But—”

	“I can provide colorful metaphors if you need?” Marcy interrupted whatever excuse was going to be made with the amusing offer that was a genuine one.

	Olivia could not help smiling the slightest. “You don’t need to this time. I just,” her little joy faded in a short pause. “Each of you has done so much since Andrew disappeared. And I tried to carry my own weight by escaping on my own. I even got out of the room. But only for a second. Then one of those Hunters threatened me, and I told them everything. I gave in so easily.”

	“That was the right thing to do,” Marcy assured. “Again, you’re not responsible for what’s going on. None of us are going to blame you. Plus, you don’t know much anyways, so I’m not worried about whatever you ended up saying.”

	“They didn’t question me for long,” Olivia admitted. “I’m guessing they realized I didn’t know anything, too.”

	“Then there’s no need to be worried,” Marcy comforted.

	“I’m not worried,” Olivia assured, then began to wonder how to define her feelings. “I’ve just been going along with everything that’s happened. I’m not helping. I’m getting in the way. And I feel I shouldn’t be here.”

	Marcy was silent for a moment following the defeatist thought. She was serious and disheartened to say, “Maybe you should go home.”

	Olivia gave a soft look of betrayal having hoped what she said would have been rejected. She really wanted to be told how important and needed she was, that the group could not continue unless she stayed with them. Foolish was the idea, and she was as aware from the beginning. The best thing would be to get out of the way.

	That was when Mark stepped out of the back room looking no happier than either woman. He joined their conversation, and having heard what Olivia said, offered his own discontent, “You’re not the only one. My fiancé is injured in the next room, and I’m still doing nothing.”

	“You’ve done plenty,” Olivia argued his worth. “Back in the woods—”

	“I could barely shoot straight,” he reminded. “Emily would have died back there if I hadn’t got that one lucky shot. That would have been on me. And her being hurt now is on me because I couldn’t do anything back at the brewery.”

	“Alright, fine,” Olivia was not going to argue and acknowledged their shared feelings. “We’re both useless.”

	Marcy intervened, “But nobody expects either of you to do anything. Except for yourselves that is. But Mark,” looking at him, “you have no aptitude for magic whatsoever. And Olivia,” looking at her, “you have no experience with the dangers of magic. It’s stupid to punish yourselves over something out of your control. I don’t know what Andy would say to you, Olivia, but Emily would tell you,” pointing at Mark, “to stop being an idiot. I think you both should take that to heart.”

	Mark sighed. “I’m sure she would. But what do we do then if we can’t do anything?”

	“I would say to leave this to us,” Marcy recommended. “Then again, that’s me. You should also ask Rachael and Emily. They’ll probably say something better in a better way.”

	“You’re being the most honest,” Olivia understood. “That’s something everybody needs. But, yeah, we’ll talk with them, too.”

	“We’ll do that when they’re done,” Mark noted as he looked to the beaded door of the back room. Then he followed up with a question, “There’s nothing else you can do? No healing spells?”

	“Nothing I can do,” Marcy stated. “And Rachael’s already doing what she can. The only person capable of life magic is Emily. And, before you ask, that type of magic can’t be used on one’s self.”

	“Great,” said sarcastically. “How long do you think she’ll need?”

	“Couldn’t say,” Marcy confessed. “As long as any normal wound would need?”

	“What if they attack again?” Mark worried.

	“They won’t,” she assured. “They’re going to want to maintain their anonymity. Attacking during the day would risk drawing too much attention and they might be confronted by the police.”

	“Why don’t we go to the police then?”

	“Well …” Marcy looked befuddled, believing the reasons were obvious enough that the question did not need to be asked. “I’m currently on the run from them. And we also want to keep our own secrets.”

	“Right,” Mark had forgotten. “Okay. Then what are we going to do about them?”

	“We’ll have to face them.”

	“Kill them?” he guessed.

	“I must,” not if and not we. “I’ve already bloodied my hands plenty.”

	“So have Emily and Rachael because of you,” he accused.

	“Inadvertently and in self-defense but yes,” Marcy accepted. “But even those deaths are more my fault than anyone else’s.”

	The beads clattered as Rachael stepped out of the back room with a serious expression. She had also heard the conversation and said neutrally, “Whoever’s responsible doesn’t matter.”

	“Emily would beg to differ,” Mark took the opposition.

	“Of course, she would,” Rachael was aware of how her friend would be. “But, regardless, we were defending ourselves. That means none of us are at risk of corrupting our souls.” A look at Marcy did question her risk levels.

	“My soul is safe and sound, whether you believe me or not.” Marcy pressed a hand to her chest as her way of saying it was still there.

	“I assumed you sold your soul to the Devil a long time ago,” Mark slandered. He fully blamed her for everything that happened and was not even trying to hide his verbal attacks.

	Marcy did not defend herself. Olivia did not know what position to take. And Rachael was about to say something but was interrupted.

	“How is she?” Mark was referring to Emily.

	Rachael paused, then allowed the subject to be changed. “She’ll be fine. I wish I could do more. But wards have their limits.”

	“I trust you,” Mark spoke gratefully. “So, what are we going to do?”

	“I don’t know what you’re going to do,” she said stoically. “But I’m leaving now to save Andy.”

	“What about the Hunters?” he worried.

	“They’ll be trapped for a while,” she reminded. “Should be trapped long enough for me to deal with this.”

	“You said,” Marcy recalled, “we’d save him together.”

	“I thought we could,” Rachael had hoped. “But everybody is too preoccupied with everything else going on.”

	“Just let her go,” Mark felt there was no place for any of them to argue with her choice. She cared for her brother and should not be stopped from trying to save him.

	“Let me come with you,” Olivia pleaded, wanting to save Andy just as much.

	“I’m glad you’re safe,” Rachael led with because what followed was harsh, “Go home.”

	“What?” Olivia was shocked.

	“I said go home,” Rachael repeated. “I’m guessing the Hunters didn’t kill you because you’re not a Witch yet. Which means they have no intention of killing you, yet. As long as you stop involving yourself, you’ll stay safe. So, go home. Now, excuse me.” She stepped passed them to the front door and was out before anybody else had something to say.

	Olivia sunk into her feelings of being useless.

	And Mark continued to not be outspoken over the decision.

	“I’ll be back,” Marcy told them as she followed out the front door, which neither Olivia nor Mark had anything to say about that either.

	Outside in the dark, Rachael was already in her car. She looked through the front windshield with a stare that said she would not be stopped. Marcy had no intention of trying and only offered a wave goodbye. Rachael was surprised but did not let that distract her. She backed out of the driveway, and she was quickly gone.

	Marcy refocused her attention on who had actually brought her outside. She stepped down from the stoop and crossed the street to approach the brown-haired man standing beside his executive-styled car.

	He was mature but not old, having gained the wrinkles without the greying of skin or hair. His expression was one of constant apathetic contempt. The job was where his feelings came from. But all gumshoes became gritty and jaded the longer they worked. The mind could only witness the worst of humanity and respond to scenes of tragedy before breaking or shutting down. Probably why he chain-smoked like he was doing now.

	“Detective Gram,” Marcy greeted. “You would be the one to find me.”

	“It’s been less than a day and you’re at your friend’s house,” the detective remarked. “Anybody would have found you.”

	“I guess you’re right,” Marcy admitted.

	“You’ve been busy since you escaped,” he chronicled. “Six bodies found in the woods. The remnants of a dismantled magic circle. Plenty of evidence to put you at the scene.”

	“Would you believe me if I said I was defending myself?” Marcy made her plea with a smile.

	“Sure,” he was a reasonable man. However, “If you weren’t covered in blood that is,” he pointed out her completely red-stained, white gown. “And if not for four of those bodies being entirely butchered. And that you look completely uninjured.”

	“If you found my blood at the scene, then how can I be uninjured?” she disputed.

	“I don’t know if you’re uninjured,” he refuted. “You just look to be. And you’re moving around pretty well, as well. Regardless of what did or didn’t happen in the woods, you are an escapee, and I’m taking you in.”

	“I can’t argue there,” she held up her hands to be cuffed and smiled. “Whenever you’re ready.”

	Detective Gram looked at Marcy intently in an attempt to determine what she might be planning. Supposably, she was a psychological mastermind of manipulation, but her conducting an absurdly indiscreet thing in the woods, being at the most obvious place, and turning herself in without any fight, in fact, walking straight up to do so did not seem to fit that character. He could only assume her actions had something to do with what happened, and he would get the answers once he got her back to her cell.

	He cuffed her, put her in the back of his car, and they drove off.

	 

	 

	 

	As Olivia and Mark were left alone, she needed to determine her value after hearing, twice, that she was not needed. She asked him, “What do you think I should do?”

	Mark gave a look that told everything. He hated that he was going to repeat what had already been said because he understood her feelings. “Maybe you should go home. I’m not saying this because I don’t think you can’t help. But, what Rachael said, you’d be safer if you stopped involving yourself. And the best thing you could do for yourself, for us, for Andy would be to stay safe until all this is figured out.”

	Olivia was filled with a sad acceptance now having heard the same thing three times in a row. There was no arguing, no hoping anymore from this point on. She sighed. “Yeah.”

	“Here,” Mark took keys out of his pocket and held them out. “You can borrow my car to get yourself there. It’s the least I can do since I can tell this isn’t what you want. I’m sorry.”

	“It’s okay,” she said. “Out of everybody, you probably know what’s best. If Emily was the one missing and Andy the one fighting, you—…” what she was going to say would not have been true and she stopped herself mid-sentence. Their positions would not be switched under any circumstance. She offered him worth, “You’re not as useless as me. Don’t try to say otherwise. I’m the one going home, not you.”

	“I’m home right now,” he lightly joked.

	“You know what I mean,” she stressed the metaphor.

	“I do,” he said seriously this time.

	After a short pause to wonder if there was anything more to be said, she excused herself, “I guess, I’ll be going.”

	“Be safe,” was the last thing he offered.

	Olivia exited the house with her head in a fog. She was having a hard time putting a single thought together. But she was partly grateful for the delirium because she knew if she could process what was going on, she would break down and cry.

	Then everything became focused as Olivia witnessed Marcy being put in the back of a car, handcuffed.

	 

	 

	 

	Mark was now standing by himself feeling rather depressed. He stroked his beard in contemplation if he had done the right thing. But, in the end, he never answered that. The issue was allowed to fall away from his thoughts as he went to the back to meet with what was most important.

	White smoke filled the room along with the thick smell of sage oddly paired along with cooked fish. Emily laid on the table, inside a bubble of unpolluted air, the cloud shaping around her but not crossing over her body. A plate of charred salmon, which must have been taken from the fridge, rested beside her head.

	Mark carefully approached. His main focus was his concern for her, but his curiosity for the fish was rather strong. He did not dare touch anything that might be important but that did not stop him from intently staring at the out-of-place dish.

	“You should leave that alone,” Emily warned as her eyes slowly opened, and she smiled.

	“This was supposed to be dinner,” Mark mentioned.

	“It will give you the worst stomachache now,” she explained. “Rachael used the strangest ritual. She must have picked it up while she was traveling. It’s supposed to transfer sickness and suffering from one body to another. So, that fish is filled with all my negative energy.”

	“This is one of those magic tricks that doesn’t sound real,” he admitted his skepticism.

	“Well, the fish wasn’t cooked when she first set it beside my head,” she revealed.

	“Huh,” he was surprised to hear. “Spontaneous fish fillet. That would be more magical. But why the fish?”

	“Any meat, or plant, or even another person could have been used,” Emily detailed. “That’s what Rachael said, anyway. We only had the fish.”

	“So, what do we do with it when we’re done?”

	“Throw it away.” She shrugged. “Bury it in the backyard.”

	“At least that’s not a difficult step.” The subject was finally changed by asking the obvious question, “How are you?”

	“I’m feeling alright,” she expressed. “I can still tell the bullet hole is there, but it doesn’t hurt, and I’m not feeling faint anymore, just the normal type of tired.”

	“Is there anything more I can do?” He offered.

	“No,” she answered. “All I need is to take a bit more time to rest.”

	“Then I’ll sit by your side while you do that.”

	“Try to get some rest yourself,” she worried for him as well. “Bring a pillow and blanket in here if you need. But do get some sleep. We’ve been running around all night and day. By the way, where is everybody?”

	Mark looked back into the foyer. He knew that Rachael and Olivia had left. And, without Marcy coming back in, he guessed she was gone, too. But he decided not to tell Emily any of that. Instead, he lied, “They’re getting some rest as well.”


Chapter 19: Her Ways

	 

	 

	 

	Andy quickly got up from where he had passed out and hurried to catch up with The Crone who was already almost at the end of the hallway. By the time he reached her, she had come to a stop before the elevator that had been called with the press of a button. He gave a nervous expression as he joined her while she patiently waited for the lift.

	Andy made a random suggestion motivated by his personal concern, “Why not use the stairs?”

	“You think I was able to climb all those steps?” The Crone retorted. The elevator dinged as the metal doors slid open. “Not with these creaking bones, I didn’t. Now, come on.” She shuffled inside.

	Andy hesitated for a short moment before stepping in after. Doors shut and the machine began downward. He took a breath to equalize his plausibly rational fears.

	“Why so worried?” she asked.

	“An elevator is the reason why I’m here,” he mentioned, then began some small talk, “How about you?”

	“I entered through a door, myself,” she offered.

	“Chances I can take that door back?” He honestly hoped.

	“There’s no going back that way, I’m afraid,” she regretfully explained. “It closed many years ago.”

	“That’s unfortunate,” he felt but had already prepared to be let down. Still, he tried to find another escape, “Might know of any other way out?”

	The Crone scratched her chin as she pursed her lips and looked upward in contemplation. Hm. “Maybe I know a way. But you’re certainly not ready yet. You try to pass through as you are, you’ll probably die.”

	“Well,” he pondered, “what would I need to do to be ready?”

	The elevator dinged and the doors opened to the ground floor. The Crone stepped out without giving an answer as she began making her way toward the front exit of the building. Andy followed right behind, waiting for her to speak, but she seemed to have no interest in answering his question. As she took hold of the entrance handle, he placed two fingers on the door as a kind way to keep it shut. It was far from enough to keep her from leaving if she wanted to. Really, the gesture was only intended to have her acknowledge what he asked for. She made no attempt to pull.

	Then Andy chose to press the issue, “What would I need?”

	“You need to believe,” The Crone stated.

	“I told you that I believe,” he quickly declared. “How could I not with everything that’s happened?”

	“You believe reluctantly,” she understood. “You need to believe openly and fully, embrace magic and learn to move the Essence through you. But you’re a Witch that’s never cast even a single spell.”

	“I’m not a Witch,” was what Andy immediately felt the need to respond with.

	“And therein lies the problem.” She batted his arm with her cane, and he pulled away with an ouch. “You are a Witch, but you don’t believe it. You do not believe. You need to believe.”

	Disbelief was on his face. “How can I be a Witch?”

	“Your sister is a Witch, isn’t she?” The Crone equated. “That would be a good indicator that you possess magic as well.”

	“How do you know that?” He was utterly surprised. “Can you read minds?”

	The Crone laughed as she pushed open the door and went out into the dust-filled streets. The black sun was slowly on the rise but had not been out that long, so there was no unbearable heat beating down quite yet. The temperature was temperate and would even be considered by most to be great weather.

	Andy was quick to be by her side as he demanded, “How do you know about my sister?”

	“Magic,” she declared with an emphasis that seemed to mock him. She even added an accompanying gesture, her holding her hand up with fingers spread wide.

	Andy was left pondering. Then he was suddenly very invested, “Alright, convince me.”

	“Convince you?” The Crone was entertained by the notion.

	“Yes,” he affirmed. “How does this even work? Like the lights. The world is clearly destroyed but the lights are still on. I doubt there are any power plants keeping the city alive. It’s called magic. But what does that mean?”

	“In the most basic of terms, magic is simply energy,” she explained. “The purest form fills the air in this place which is why the lights work. That energy is being directly absorbed by the electric circuitry.”

	“Okay, no different than a wireless charger,” he was able to understand that much at least. “But then how do humans use magic?”

	“Every human contains this energy called Essence, or our Arcane Body, or our soul which comes from an even greater source, the source of all life, the Celestial Body,” she explained. “Whether you acknowledge it or not is up to you, but it exists. However, the ability to manifest the energy is entirely reliant on belief, not just your own, mind you, but that of your ancestors before you as well. Tell me about your family.”

	“Well, my sister—”

	“I know what I need to know about her,” The Crone stopped him before he started, making a shooing gesture as she turned her head away. “What of the others?”

	“My dad was an anthropologist and studied this stuff extensively,” Andy admitted. “But I don’t think he ever did magic. And my mom was a spiritual person, but I’ve never seen her do magic either.”

	“But they believed,” The Crone felt confident enough to declare so. “And they probably followed after their parents who also followed after their own. A lineage of believers. Which begs the question, when did you stop believing in magic?”

	“I never believed in magic,” Andy stated forthrightly.

	“Lies,” she called him out. “You were a child once. All children believe in magic. It’s only when we grow into adults do we decide to stop believing. What happened?”

	Andy gave a sad expression as if he actually did know when the magic was gone.

	“Never mind,” she withdrew her probing. “Your reasons are your own. But it’s never too late to reignite that spark. Hold up your hand.” Andy did, aiming at her. “Point that way,” she directed irritably with her own pointing finger toward a car. He turned and aimed at the wreckage. “Say, Rikest.”

	“What’s going to happen?” He asked instead.

	“Lightning will shoot from your fingertips,” she explained. “It should work seeing as you have an affinity for lightning magic with a strong bloodline of believers and we are in a location teeming with residual Essence.”

	“Affinity?” He wanted a definition for the word.

	“The connection to a magic source that enables Witches to use magic even without much training in the arcane arts. Sheer willpower is often enough to activate simple spells.”

	“What if nothing happens?” He kept delaying action.

	“Something will definitely happen,” she assured. “Though, you lack a sense of control. The spell will most likely explode in your hand. You could lose a finger or two,” she then raised her hand and wiggled her remaining fingers.

	“Why would you tell me that?” He was suddenly very worried.

	“Because you keep asking questions. That’s a sign of hesitation, a lack of belief. But now you know what’s in store. If you can push past the consequences to cast the spell, I’d say you are beginning to develop your magical abilities.”

	He swallowed dryly. “Rikest?” There was a burst of power that was far beyond anything he expected. He squeezed his fingers to try and hold it back. That was a mistake because the magic could not flow freely from his body anymore. Blue energy burst in the palm of his hand. He screamed in pain as he dropped to his knee and tightly squeezed his clenched fist. Air was sucked through his teeth to help endure the still stinging pain. The interior of his hand was blistered red and left raw.

	The Crone took two quick steps to be right by his side as she regretfully said with a remorseful expression, “I shouldn’t have started you with that.”

	“But I did it.”

	“And I’m sorry I pushed you to,” she expressed.

	“No,” blame was not what he was trying to convey. “I mean, I did it. God, it hurts.”

	The Crone smiled at his prideful declaration regardless that he had been badly injured in the process. “Here.” She pulled out and applied an ointment that rapidly soothed him.

	“Thanks,” he said gratefully, followed by saying humorously, “But no healing spells?”

	“I don’t know how to cast spells,” she confessed.

	“What?” Andy was confused.

	“I’ll explain,” she promised. “There are two sides to magic manipulation. We categorize them as Spell Craft and Ritual Craft. I have no talent for Spell Craft. It is reactive and driven by emotion, casting magic with a simple word. How you say it, your cadence, your intent, the volume are all ways that can affect the spell. You do not think as much as you feel. I, for one, am more methodical in my ways. That is why Ritual craft suits me perfectly. How do I explain this? It’s about creating a system that triggers one event after another until you get the result that you want.”

	“Sounds similar to programming,” he compared.

	“You’re a programmer?” The Crone recognized. “Exactly like that. Well, you take the blood of a goat, splatter it on a virgin, spin around as you say, ‘mother may I,’ and then get a golden egg probably doesn’t make sense and is far from the same. But each of those actions results in the outcome.”

	“Well,” Andy was confident enough to assume, “If I learn the methods and values of things, then I should get it fairly quickly.”

	“Maybe.” But The Crone was shaking her head. “Though you either understand it, or you don’t. You can learn a few things, conduct basic rituals, but as they become more complex, they require personal input. You aren’t using a predetermined system but creating one. That being said, there is the in-between that is something I think you would be capable of, complex Spell Craft. If you understand the object, then you can manipulate it. Come.” She wandered to the car that Andy had been aiming at. The hood was popped, and the inner mechanisms were visible. “You know how this works?”

	“I’m not a mechanic,” Andy made clear.

	“You don’t need to know the ins and outs of the engine,” she clarified. “You just need to understand the function.”

	“I guess I know how it works,” he half-heartedly acknowledged that to be the truth even though it still did not mean he knew much about cars in general.

	“Then,” The Crone instructed, “try the spell, Ina Tema.”

	Andy wanted to ask if this would react the same as the last, but he recognized his hesitation which would most likely only make casting more difficult. He pushed any concern aside and said with enough certainty, “Ina Tema.” The engine sputtered with just enough life for the cylinders to move a bit.

	“I knew it would work,” The Crone said in a way that conveyed the opposite.

	“That was a lie,” he called her out. “Now, who’s the one not believing? Anyway, I barely did anything? Though, I don’t know what I’m actually trying to do?”

	“You’re trying to start the car,” she explained clearly. “I thought that was obvious.”

	“Okay,” he now recognized the goal. However, “I’ll try again, but without gas and oil and the fact that this thing’s probably been sitting here for who knows how many years—”

	“Excuses,” she disapproved. “What you say might be true, but if we had all that stuff then casting the spell would pretty much be pointless. We want the car to work without worrying about logic. In your mind’s eye, try replacing whatever you believe is needed with Essence.”

	Andy was sort of getting it. He focused on the car again and took the time to think as much as was required for this to make sense. Was there gas?, he asked himself and answered yes, filling the tank with energy from his body. Was there oil?, he asked himself and the answer was yes, again. He repaired the car as much as he could until he was able to perceive it as being in working condition. Then, as if turning the key in the ignition, he cast, “Ina Tema.” The engine rumbled on.

	“Congratulations.”

	Andy did not feel he earned the cheers. In fact, he was surprised in a dissatisfied way as he looked upon his magic. “This seems too easy. After just my third spell, I can bring a machine to life? That doesn’t make sense. Truthfully, I really don’t believe in myself or this stuff enough to where I should be able to cast spells that work.”

	“It’s easy here,” The Crone expounded. “Very easy in fact. Even if you weren’t a Witch, you would have produced results. And because you’re a Witch, those results are remarkable. But if you hope to replicate this spell elsewhere, you’ll need to train. I’ll be honest; when you go home, the only way I can see you using magic would be if you really wanted to. Otherwise, your life will go back to whatever kind of normal you were living beforehand.”

	Andy considered her view and wondered what he would want if he ever did get back home.

	“Now, come,” she interrupted his thought as she began making her way down the road. “We should find shade within my home. The temperature is starting to become uncomfortable.”

	They traveled not too far down a few streets to come upon a skyscraper that was not discernably different from any of the others. Even so, The Crone approached without second guessing. Through the front, they made their way to a staff-only door and descended a short stair. The lower level was a maze of concrete halls.

	Andy noticed oddities throughout the passages. Runes were transcribed on the walls. As well, various effigies were hanging from the ceiling and erected around doorways.

	“Protective charms,” The Crone explained when noticing his interest. “They keep the cretins away when night comes around.”

	“What even are those things?” Andy began to wonder. “If they’re anything other than monsters.”

	“They’re what remains of the inhabitants of this world,” she told. “From my many years spent here, I learned this. This realm was afflicted by a great calamity a very long time ago, caused by the incomprehensible nature of a cosmic horror. The lucky ones were turned to ash. Those that survived became the distorted amalgamations that you ran from last night. Though, they were not the only things affected. This very city that stretches forever is just as much twisted from something once familiar. Mountains gained flesh and learned to walk. And the technology is amassing into a mind of an infantile God.”

	“Why would something do this?” Andy concerned.

	“I doubt whatever destroyed this world ever intended to do so,” she concluded. “It likely just turned its gaze, its eyes falling upon this world for merely a moment, and then looked elsewhere without knowing what it had done. Simply random chance. The most terrifying thing of all. But let’s put that all aside …”

	They finished traversing the labyrinth to push through a door at the end and enter a room hidden within the depths. It was small and filled with plenty of simple things. A bed was placed in one of the corners and in another was a fridge. Shelves filled with books lined all the other walls. In the center were a chair and table.

	“It’s not much,” The Crone admitted, “but I have everything I need. Take a seat on whichever you prefer. I’m guessing you must be hungry. I’ll whip something up. And then you can rest.”

	“I’m not feeling that tired,” Andy assured her.

	“You say that now,” she knew better than him, “But I found you, at most, an hour after day rise. You’ll pass out before you know it. But this is a safe place to do just that.”

	Andy registered her words and tested himself by squeezing and releasing his hand a few times. It must have been adrenaline keeping him up because his grip felt pretty weak. He had to admit, “Alright.” Then he went over to the chair where he rested back and felt immediately heavy.


Chapter 20: Never More

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael drove through the bleak blackness of what felt like a never-ending night. Such uncertainty compelled her to look at the clock in her car to see the time. She did not know what to expect, but after everything that happened, finding out it was only three in the morning did not seem right. Very little time had passed at all. In fact, not even a day had gone by since Andy went missing and too much ensued between then and now. There had been many events in her life that were odd or overwhelming, but for so many to occur one after another seemed too coincidental. An answer was needed along with much more. And she knew exactly who to ask.

	Perhaps the fact that night was still upon Darkess was a good thing then. Once the sun rose, she would lose her chance to make contact until the next day ended. But, with all their lives in the grip of peril, there was no certainty that any of them would still be alive by then.

	Time was best not wasted. However, with the need for certain supplies, Rachael stopped at a convenience store. Unfortunately, options were lacking. Instead of candles, she ended up having to buy five cheap flashlights, the kind made of translucent, colorful plastic. And there were no salt containers to be purchased, so she resorted to stealing a handful of salt packets that were provided when buying fries from the self-service area. Though not required, she also bought a quality flip lighter to act as a protective talisman. Lastly, an energy drink and protein bar would keep her going.

	Once out of the store, next was to find a place where she could work. Nothing special being required, she found the nearest motel.

	While parked in the empty lot, Rachael pressed back into her seat while cupping her face with both hands to suppress her sleep deprivation. Dragging her fingers down her face tried to pull the tiredness out. A deep breath, shaking her head, and bouncing her leg were more small attempts to do the same. None helped but she was not going to let sleep stop her. She forced herself out of the car.

	Straight into the building confronted the concierge behind the front desk. He was a tired sort of guy who did the job without asking questions. He barely got paid enough to care. That made their exchange simple, she asked to stay one night, paid upfront, and got a keycard.

	She headed to the room, having to go back outside and up to the second floor. Rounding the first corner at the top brought a sudden fright at the sight of a pale face. She stumbled back and sucked in a breath. Then she realized she recognized the ghost. After finding footing, she pressed a hand to her chest as she exhaled with relief.

	“We should be with the others,” Ligaya argued.

	“Then go be with them,” Rachael shooed as she continued on. “I plan on doing this on my own anyway.”

	“You can’t ignore the threat,” Ligaya stressed.

	“I can’t keep ignoring Andy,” Rachael gave a reminder of what her current priority was.

	“Fine,” Ligaya quickly conceded only to place herself right into the situation, “I’ll help you.”

	“I’d prefer if you didn’t,” was Rachael’s kindest way of saying ‘go away.’

	“So, what are we doing here anyway?” Ligaya completely ignored the attempt to have her begone.

	Rachael rolled her eyes. “How are you even able to appear on me? I cleansed you two days ago.”

	“It’s like you forgot how this works,” Ligaya criticized. “You talked directly to me which reconnected our link.” She held her hands together to form a heart as a way to further mock Rachael. “Looks like we’ll be forever bound together. So, are you going to answer my question? That would only be fair.”

	“I need information,” Rachael replied simply as she entered the room.

	“Another ritual?” Ligaya assumed. “Who?”

	Rachael was uncertain if she should reveal any details and decided to tell, “The Raven Man.”

	“Raven man?” Ligaya was not familiar with the being.

	“For a spirit, you don’t know much about the Dead Realms,” which seemed to be the strangest thing of all.

	“I spend most of my time among the people of our group,” Ligaya gave as her excuse.

	“Sure,” that made partial sense. But “How long had you been an Aswang before you attached to us?”

	“I died then woke up while you were playing your game seven years ago,” Ligaya recalled. “So, never.”

	That was a surprise that Rachael never knew. The new aspect brought into question what Ligaya might actually be. She did have every characteristic of an Aswang except for the behavior which was unheard of before. “Maybe that’s why you’re not that evil.”

	“You don’t think I’m evil anymore?” was what Ligaya attached to.

	Rachael felt embarrassed for saying something considerate to the person she had considered a menace for the last seven years. The thought was dismissed, “Never mind that. Give me some silence to set things up.”

	“You said, ‘You’re not that evil.’” Ligaya was very pleased.

	“Enough,” Rachael tried to sweep away her own words, red-faced. “I need silence.”

	“No, you don’t,” Ligaya knew otherwise and smiled like a taunt. “So, I’m going to keep talking until you actually need me to be quiet.” She softly floated up to do a slow-motion flip as she delicately landed on the bed like a feather. “Tell me about this raven man.”

	“You’re so annoying,” Rachael declared but carried the conversation on anyways, pausing her work as she wondered, “Do you really want to know or are you just talking?”

	“I do want to know,” Ligaya echoed. “The Raven Man sounds like something that can be dangerous if not taken seriously. What are we getting into?”

	Rachael continued setting up, and talked while doing so, “We could be doing something very dangerous. Truth is, I don’t know much about The Raven Man either. I’ve heard he’s docile as long as the ritual is done correctly. But he is a being from one of the Dead Realms, Ma’at, home of the Beastheads. Their social structure is entirely based on strength.”

	“Then why do this?” Ligaya questioned.

	“He knows everything, supposably,” Rachael did have a real answer.

	“Do you believe that?” Ligaya asked for a personal opinion.

	“I couldn’t say,” Rachael confessed. “But since we already tried getting answers from a demon, I might as well try getting answers from a creature of death. I really do hope this works because I don’t know what else I can do afterward. Alright, done.”

	A thin circle of salt had been made using the packets.

	“I doubt that could hold a spirit,” Ligaya voiced her concern.

	“I agree,” Rachael shared the feeling. “But it’s what I’ve got. Let’s hope him being docile is true.”

	The five flashlights were lined in front of the circle and placed on their butts to have their light shine up toward the ceiling. Rachael drew the curtains and flipped off the fixtures to make the room as dark as possible. She then found her way back and took a seat on the ground. Slowly, each device was turned on as she recited the verses, not the traditional ones of the standard ritual but those of insolvency …

	 

	“O Raven man.

	“I have come not in a group of three, tis but only me with no virgin girl to give as fee.

	“Nor is the hour right for I have missed midnight and call to you during the approach of light.

	“Forgive this treason which holds no reason and may act to your palate in poor season.

	“Appear to me even so from the place below to hear my desperate cry and crow …

	 

	Only the middle light remained unswitched. She pressed a finger hard against the cut on her hand to draw blood from the now scabbed-over wound. It began to bleed again, and a drop was dripped on the lens before delivering the last line, “The light is thy beacon. The blood is my sacrifice.” Then the final light was turned on, casting red beams that filled the room with a haunting atmosphere.

	There was no immediate occurrence leaving Rachael to believe she had been ignored at first. That was until the world beneath her suddenly vanished and she began falling into the blackest abyss. Arms instinctively reached to grab a hold of something when nothing was there. But, in that attempt, she ended up looking upward as she plummeted. Above was The Raven Man diving directly at her.

	He was practically nothing more than a shade in the shape of a bird. But one of enormous size that must have towered three stories. The edges of his silhouette constantly shifted like black flames.

	Talons extended to ensnare their prey, which was her, and she could do nothing. Death seemed inevitable, whether at the hands of this creature or by the force of gravity.

	Ligaya changed that outcome as she materialized and quickly grabbed hold of Rachael by the arm. The descent was slowed, and Rachael was swung out of danger.

	The Raven Man barely missed. But that did not matter much. Impacting the ground with finesse had him spring back into the air and swoop around rapidly.

	Ligaya released Rachael before charging at The Raven Man and vanishing as they collided. That had acted as enough of a distraction for Rachael to find safety for the moment.

	She had landed hard on the solid stone that made up the floor of this realm. The landing hurt, but in times like these, pain was rejected, and she was quick to get back on her feet. Cover was found behind the nearest thing, a stone pillar. Looking around found endless series of pillars in every direction. This seemed a place where she could stay hidden for a while.

	Seemed was the optimal word for a terrifying discovery was made. Because of just the smallest movement, something was shifted ever so slightly, and it gave off a dull rattle. Looking at what it was saw old bones of many creatures. Human remains were among them. This place was revealed to be a hunting ground and hiding was part of the game.

	Rachael was aware that much of the ritual had been improper but wondered what exactly caused the downfall since most of her rituals were improper. As long as the rules were followed, there should not have been an issue. Then seeing Ligaya appear right beside revealed the answer. It was supposed to be conducted either alone or in a group of three. Apparently, Ligaya counted as a participant and made them a pair of two. Such a small mistake and now they were in this life-or-death scenario.

	The Raven Man perched each talon, of which he had four, on individual pillars and crawled over the tops more like a beast than a bird. He scanned a wide area for anything obvious. Then he stuck his head between the gaps to look down the rows but found nothing yet. So, he stood up on two legs and remained at a standstill in deep contemplation. Then a voice like the death rattle of a million men spoke from the very air itself – Your fear will betray you. Flight was taken again to vanish completely in the darkness of this world.

	The Raven Man would attack when least expected. Hiding and running were pointless. Fighting was probably impossible. That left a direct confrontation as the only option regardless that it would just as likely end in death. But there was only one way to find out.

	Rachael stepped around the corner. However, somehow, she had stepped back into her own world, finding herself in the kitchen of some house. At least, that was the way it seemed at first. She quickly noticed the strangeness of the scene. Everything around her appeared much larger, from the counters and cupboards to the table to the room itself. They were not merely large in size but tall as if her perspective was lower to the ground. Looking at her own hands discovered them to be more delicate than usual as was her body when looked upon. She was a child once more. That meant this was an illusion. Still, being trapped in this made her easy prey.

	As she examined her surroundings more thoroughly, the place appeared familiar even though this was not her home. The smell was old and ashy as the walls were stained and browned by a layer of nicotine from too many smoked cigarettes. Beneath that pungent aroma was another that she could not place at the moment but also felt a familiarity toward. Besides that, this kitchen offered no more recollection. She decided to move on to the next room for answers or a way out. What she found was immediate regret.

	Decay smelled most heinous, but death was something else entirely. The four fresh bodies did not reek as much as they exuded naturally foul odors like that of a baby, smelling of urine, gas, and saliva.

	Now Rachael remembered this day. Old lady Ann, who lived on the same street as the Liminals, turned out to be a rather selfish monster. Too afraid to die alone, she had poisoned her whole family, her son, daughter-in-law, and granddaughter, along with herself. While Rachael was playing outside, she had seen little Sue and was beckoned to the house not knowing the girl was already a ghost at that time. To this day, it was never determined if the spirit’s actions were a trap or a desperate call for help.

	Just like back then, the body of the old woman sat slumped in her chair with a smile on her face. But she also stood in the corner of the room as a spectral version of herself. That version, that monster slowly began to turn toward the new person that had entered. Her shrill voice spoke, “Come to me, my sweet girl.”

	Rachael quickly backed out and turned to run regardless that this might be nothing more than a magic-induce deception. Her actions turned out to be correct even if useless as she did not get far. A sharp pain was inflicted to her ankle and a sudden yank caused her to fall flat on her face. Left momentarily dazed, there was no fight as she was slowly dragged back into the living room.

	Once the haze finally began to leave her head, she looked to see what had grabbed her. The shock from the sight almost made her faint again. The old woman had stretched her neck across the room and bit with sharp teeth. The old body began to slowly jitter closer. Rachael dug her nails into the carpet desperately, but the monster was on her shortly, only releasing its bite when hands had taken hold.

	“It’s time for soup, Susie,” it said. “I made a special pot.”

	One of the decrepit hands stretched to another part of the room and grabbed hold of a spoon left in a cold bowl of chunky broth. The other gripped Rachael by the face, squeezing her cheeks to force her lips to part. The metal utensil was aggressively shoved, clicking and scraping her teeth until they began to bleed.

	“Eat, sweety. Please eat.”

	Rachael had let the panic cloud her mind but quickly remembered that this happened before. The thought came back to what she had done years ago, a disgusting solution. She opened her mouth to eat the soup. The cold chunks mushed into a thick chicken liquid. She dared not swallow and spat.

	“Why are you being so picky today?” The monster reached back over to get another spoonful.

	During this moment when not being force-fed, Rachael dug her front teeth into the hand gripping her face, carving a chunk out of the loose, old skin like it was foam. Her mouth was filled with the taste of mold that bubbled and dissolved. She dug again even so, taking another chunk. The destroyed hand lost strength and Rachael was able to slip free from the fingers. She ran again.

	The monster leered sideways with a crooked neck and smile. Its eyes were wide and dark. Body turned with a waddle and head began to stretch forward.

	Rachael made it to the kitchen with teeth nipping at her heels and she dove under the dining table. The chairs acted as enough of an obstacle to keep from being caught as the neck got tangled between the legs. She was able to crawl out the other side without being caught and she darted to the side door. Wood screeched as the table and chairs were tossed aside. A breathy growl was heard rising in pitch as the monster became more frustrated. Rachael reached the handle and pulled. But the door did not budge. That was when she remembered that Andy was the one who saved her by opening the door from the other side. But where was he? He was trapped in an Otherworld. There was nobody to save her this time.

	The hinges popped and a helping hand reached through to grab and drag Rachael out. Instantly, reality returned as the illusion was escaped from. She was back in the tomb of The Raven Man alongside Ligaya. 

	Rachael stared at the face of another ghost. But this one was not the same kind of haunt that she had come to fear. She saw, instead, a kind and concerned look.

	“Where were you just now?” Ligaya asked, unaware of the illusion.

	“Just trapped in my past,” Rachael said sort of sarcastically as if to hide some truth. “Thank you.”

	“Well, we’re still trapped here,” Ligaya reminded.

	“I’ve got this.”

	Rachael dug her nails into her palm, reopening the wound once more. She clenched her hand several times, drawing out and cupping as much blood as possible. Then she stepped out from behind the pillar as she had before so that she could do what she attempted to do the first time.

	Kicked bones made a clatter of noise to draw attention. Though The Raven Man was nowhere to be seen, she felt certain he had her in his sights. She listened to the emptiness of the world. There was what sounded like wind even when none blew. The Raven Man was coming, swooping in for the kill. Talons must have been about to seize her. She flipped on the flame of the lighter, the protective talisman she had chosen in case this ritual went wrong. The sudden ignition illuminating was like a burst of light that created a barrier and caused The Raven Man to become visible. He pulled back and hovered in place.

	“The light is thy beacon!” Rachael shouted. “The blood is my sacrifice!” She swung her arm to cast a spray of blood. The Raven Man was splattered but did not have the slightest reaction.

	You are a brazen one, The Raven Man called her as he loomed.

	“Thank you,” Rachael took that as a compliment. Following, with a short bow of her head, she expressed her regret, “I apologize for my mistake. I didn’t think a spirit would be considered as a second participant in the ritual.”

	The Raven Man leaned forward very slowly, curiously, extending an arm to point at Ligaya. This is a spirit?

	“All knowing—?” Ligaya was humored by the disenchantment.

	“Shhh!” Rachael silenced any sass.

	Such a strange thing. I’m intrigued by both of you. Breaking from my illusion. Standing before me without fear. Very well. I forgive your transgression. Ask what you will.

	Rachael took a breath of relief. Death, which was still right before her at this very moment, had somehow been avoided. As well, her reason for being in this situation, after the chance having seemed lost, was now being offered willingly. Without hesitation, the most important question was asked, “How can I save my brother?”

	Open a door to the end of time.

	Rachael was in between her feelings. What she had just been given was a time, place, and more. But this was not an actual how. After having to conduct the insolvency version of the ritual and it failing, she was worried about asking for too much. Yet, another needed to be asked, “What method will allow me to do so?”

	Only the Devil knows.

	She understood that was the answer no matter how cryptic it may have seemed. Now more answers awaited. And how badly she wanted to ask for them. But she needed to restrain herself. If The Raven Man became displeased, then he would continue where he had left off. There was so much more she wanted to ask, but this opportunity had to be let go.

	“Thank you,” Rachael gave. The lighter was snapped shut, snuffing the light. In that instance of pitch black, she had been returned to the motel room.

	“That didn’t help,” Ligaya felt.

	“What do you mean?” Rachael felt otherwise. “The answer is only the Devil knows. That means I need to talk with the Devil.”

	“He was speaking literally then?” Ligaya put the piece in place. “Okay. I can get that. But I guess he doesn’t know everything.”

	“The fact that he gave us what he did is good enough,” Rachael declared with satisfaction. “But,” breath, “more than anything,” breath, “even if not knowing the specifics,” breath, “knowing that the Devil is the one with the answer is impressive.” A long, pronounced breath. She began toward the door.

	“You’re going right now?” Ligaya concerned.

	“Yes,” Rachael declared. “The night’s almost over.” Breath. “I won’t be able to beckon the Devil if I wait. It’s already four.”

	Taking another step, Rachael was hit by sudden vertigo. Her body swayed to one side and her feet tried to keep her standing. Stumbling sideways, she eventually could no longer step when her leg met the bedframe causing her to fall onto the comforter.

	“Are you okay?” Ligaya sincerely worried.

	“Yeah,” Rachael filled the word with so much air. “I’m fine. I just tripped.” But no matter how hard she tried to will her body to get up, she felt too heavy.

	“You’ve been going non-stop for too long,” Ligaya understood. “You might be telling yourself to keep going, but I don’t think you can.”

	“I need to,” but Rachael just laid there unable to move. Then her consciousness faded shortly after.

	Ligaya stared at the desperate girl with sympathy. The emotional anguish was clear. And, noticed along with it, was the jagged tear still bleeding. To help, a small towel was grabbed from the bathroom to wrap the wound. Rachael’s hand was taken ahold of and lifted—

	That was when a sudden realization struck. Ligaya was making physical contact with a living person. Her effect on the world had always been limited to inanimate objects, and with people, nothing more than a push. Instinct must have been what allowed her to touch another at this moment as well as back when they were falling. However, because of her realization, Rachael’s hand fell through her own.

	The fact Ligaya had been able to touch another person meant that something was changing. Unfortunately, she did not know why or who would have the answers. All she could do at the moment was bandaged the wound.


Chapter 21: Taking Action

	 

	 

	 

	Detective Gram yawned, causing tears to well. He wiped his whole face in response. Frustrated, tired hums kept escaping from his throat. He was very exhausted and not happy about it. The drive was silent even so. There was only the ambient noise of rubber rolling on the road and the engine working as it should which lulled him further. Taking a drag on his cigarette, the bitter taste of ash on his tongue helped to keep him awake.

	He had been on this case since Marcy escaped the Mim Melody Psych Facility. But before that, during the prior night, he was on a stakeout. Fair to say he had been up for nearly two days straight. He had already finished smoking a pack in that time. All he wanted was to be done with this as soon as possible.

	The interrogation was started right here to hurry the process along as well as act as some kind of distraction that would keep him awake, “How did you escape?”

	“Beginning with the questions already?” Marcy bantered.

	“Better to get them out of the way,” he was not shy to admit. “The sooner I determine what to do with you, the sooner I can get some sleep.”

	“Then why not start with a more important question?” she wondered.

	“I prefer to start where things begin, not when things get exciting, and then go back,” he clarified. “Though, if I am to mean what I say, the first thing I should ask is, are you responsible for what happened at the Balic Building?”

	“No,” Marcy answered with an honest and reserved attitude, deciding not to drag the conversation on with excessive detailing. She rested back to relax during the conversation they were about to have.

	The detective pondered on her answer, tapping his finger on the steering wheel. He seemed to accept what she said by moving on to the next question without the need to debate, “My previous question, how did you escape?”

	“Would you believe I used magic?” Marcy was unsure of speaking the truth.

	“You keep asking if I will believe,” he mentioned. “Doesn’t sound like you’re confident in what you say. But if those are your reasons, then those are your reasons. So, magic?”

	“Yes,” she confirmed. “Your frankness makes me feel comfortable.”

	The detective moved on without acknowledging her compliment, “What happened in the woods?”

	“I was attacked by a group of Witch Hunters,” she revealed. “I killed four of them in self-defense.”

	“Witch Hunters, you say?” He absorbed the detail without bias. “And you’re a Witch? That makes you their mortal enemy. But . . ?” He did not just want to ask a series of questions in repetition. So, he chose carefully, “Why were you in the woods in the first place?”

	“In the explosion downtown,” Marcy thought about how to explain, “I wasn’t involved like I said, but a friend of mine’s brother was caught up in it. He went missing afterward, and we were trying to get him back.”

	“Resurrecting the dead?” He presumed.

	“No,” she corrected. “He’s trapped in another world. We were trying to open a Gateway to bring him back.”

	“Alright,” he accepted without jesting, “inter-dimensional portals. How involved were your friends?”

	“With what exactly?” Marcy avoided answering. She wanted the question to be more specific. The last thing she would risk doing was implicate her friends by saying everything.

	“Hm.” He realized he might have asked the question too soon. “Okay, I’ll ask that question again when I know the extent of what happened. So, instead, answer this, how did ‘You’ kill four men?”

	“I’m a lot stronger than I look.”

	“Like some kind of monster?” Not meant as an insult, just a description. “They appeared torn up by an animal.”

	“Yes, like a monster,” she was not ashamed of considering herself to be such a thing.

	“They interrupted you during your ritual and got killed,” the detective iterated the facts that he knew so he knew what question to ask next, “What about the other two? If you didn’t kill them, who did?”

	“I guess you could say a ghost was responsible,” she answered to the best of her ability since she was also not completely certain of how they had died.

	Detective Gram tapped his finger some more. He continued to remain unjudgmental by casually moving on, “There was gunfire and an explosion at the old brewery that same night. On the scene, we found the night guards incapacitated and two still unidentified bodies, one body severely burned and the other decapitated. How involved were you?”

	“That was us,” she confessed. “Our friend had been kidnapped, and we were getting her back. I’m responsible for those deaths.”

	“You killed them?” he asked suddenly as if he was a bloodhound that caught a scent.

	“Why would I lie?”

	“That was a deflection,” he remarked. “Answer yes or no.”

	She chose to say neither.

	Her silence was enough for him to declare, “You’re lying to me about something.” His finger tapped away. “But why? You’ve been so cooperative up to this point.”

	“I’m not lying,” she stressed.

	“Not completely,” he somehow understood. “Did you decapitate the man?” he asked even if silence was all he got. “Did you burn the body?” His finger stopped tapping. “Hm. There’s something with the burned body. It wasn’t you, was it? You’re trying to cover up for one of your friends. Which one?”

	Marcy was very concerned that he could deduce the truth from her single lie and her lack of responses that followed. Then her feelings became a soft anger. “I have the right to remain silent.”

	“I’ll just have to ask your friends personally then,” he pressured.

	Marcy tightened her posture as her face became blank to hide her sudden anger. She had been provoked by the threat. This was not a conventional cop car with a barrier between the front and back seats. Nothing actually separated them except for her kindness and that was now wearing thin. She began to slowly lean forward, and her hands gripped the shoulders of the front seat.

	“What’s this idiot doing,” the detective voiced as he was looking into his side mirror.

	Marcy was curious enough to turn and look herself.

	The car that had been pulling up behind them was now trying to overtake them even with a double line dividing the road. The move was very illegal. To be committing it against a police officer was truly reckless and Detective Gram really wanted to pull them over. However, having Marcy in the back made upholding the law in this matter difficult. He had to get her back quickly meaning he had to let this go.

	But the car did not pass as expected, instead, matched speed and slowly turned into them. This was not a side swipe but more of a push to make them stop. Detective Gram did not slow down even though that would have been the safest thing to do in the situation. The fact that was the intent of this other driver made him oppose complying. He just pressed back to keep from being pushed into the shoulder of the road.

	His decision was what made things go wrong. Headlights of an oncoming car beamed from around the bend up ahead. The driver of the harassing car must have panicked. They tried to pull away and slow down which caused them to jerk, then they overcorrected and slammed right into the detective’s car, pushing him beyond the shoulder into the railing. The force of two vehicles broke the barrier and both went over the side.

	 

	 

	 

	Olivia woke with an excruciating headache that felt like the entire world must have been split in half. Her sore, stiff, slow body searched around wherever she was because she had completely forgotten. But whatever she touched did not make much sense because there was no real sensation in her hands. In fact, the feel of her entire body was off. It was as if she was falling up. And, when her arms went limp, they went over her head. That was when she realized she was hanging upside down.

	Her arms began to move without a known reason, merely acting with instinct. She grabbed the strap that was across her chest and her other hand found the belt buckle. Pressing the button dropped her on her head. The hit, however, did not affect her since she was already feeling greatly debilitated.

	Rolling around sounded like the sharp scattering of pebbles. What she was feeling on her skin were small, glass fragments that left nicks and embedded themselves in her palms and forearms. A broken window was eventually found. She pulled herself out of the cramped space onto cold earth.

	Only as she slowly got to her feet did she realize, with her coherency now returning, her sight was distorted like a foggy window. Her mind was just as in a fog. And she was having a hard time breathing like inhaling smoke. She braced herself against what was next to her so she could recover. The blood slowly left her head, and she began to feel better.

	As her vision came back, she was drawn to look upward toward the sky. The hue of brilliant orange was overtaking the deep-violet night. The day was breaking. The beautiful sight also acted like a clock that told her she must have been unconscious for several hours.

	The cause of her lapse came back. She looked at the thing she had placed her hand against, the thing she had crawled out from, the thing she had been allowed to borrow and had crashed. Mark’s car was now just a heap. She felt bad but also felt a great sense of relief. Somehow, she had survived this wreckage. To be so lucky felt like a one-in-a-million chance. That fact had her worried because she was not the only one that went over the side of the road.

	Her concern had her acting quicker. She turned to find the other car nearby on its side, and though she did not know what she could do, she hurried over. Moving around to the back found the rear window shattered and that became her way in. Marcy was right there for Olivia to pull out. Fortunately, injuries were minor or had already healed. But Marcy was still unconscious, so she was left to lie on the ground for the time being.

	Olivia then went to the front of the car because her conscience would not let her leave the man trapped inside. But the front window, certainly badly cracked, was not broken open, meaning she could not get to him. In an attempt to remove the barrier between them, she found a large rock to help her breakthrough. The first throw failed. Her second throw fared the same. Going to pick the rock up for a third attempt, she came to a stop.

	Marcy had stepped in from around the car with a serious demeanor. However, the person the emotion was being projected at was not certain nor ever made clear. She approached the car, piercing her fingers through the frame and tearing the window off with ease. Detective Gram was dragged out.

	“You’re very considerate,” Marcy gave the compliment to Olivia after setting the detective in a safe place. “You know, his life wouldn’t have been in danger if we left him.”

	“I guess it didn’t feel right leaving him in there,” Olivia felt responsible. “It was my fault in the first place.”

	“You are very reckless,” Marcy said with a smile making what could have been an insult into something more flattering. “I never would have expected that from you.”

	“Well, I didn’t mean for this to happen,” Olivia expressed. “I was just trying to slow his car down.”

	“Then you panicked,” Marcy filled in what followed. “Even if that had worked, what would you have done after?”

	“I guess I didn’t think that far ahead,” Olivia admitted. “But I knew I had to do something. We can’t be splitting up right now with Witch Hunters still out there.”

	Marcy was shaking her head with some sense of disappointment yet still had a curl to her lips. “Emily said the same thing. Though, I doubt she would have gone about this this way. But what’s done is done. Alright. Let’s go back before the detective wakes.”

	“Okay but …” Olivia hung on to the end of her words and her feelings before saying them, “I’m … upset with you. And I’m upset with everybody. You all told me to go home. And I was going to. Then I saw you get arrested, and I knew I needed to do something. Maybe it was stupid but … I’m a part of this now. Ever since I was kidnapped. Ever since Andrew went missing. This involves me. Don’t tell me to leave. For my safety or not. Because … when you say that, you’re not looking out for me, you’re looking out for a nobody woman who got dragged into this. That person is not me because I choose to be here just like the rest of you. Get it? Respect it. I’ll yell at the others later. But for now, that’s what I needed to say. I’m ready to get out of here.”

	“I’m sorry for disregarding you,” Marcy knew an apology was in order. “I think it’s fair to say you have a place in our circle. So, let’s get back to the others. The fastest way would be to get back to the road. Let’s head up the hill. It isn’t that high or steep. I can carry you if you need me to.”

	“I’ll try to walk as much of the way on my own,” was her way of agreeing.

	“Just know that you can lean on me whenever you need.”

	With no more discussion, the two were off.

	Detective Gram opened his eyes mere seconds after the women had left due to the fact that he had been awake the entire time. Around when the rock was being thrown at the windshield did he start to stir. He used his feigned unconsciousness to eavesdrop. His intention was to obtain information, and he had succeeded in that regard. It seemed the idea of Witch Hunters was not a lie, or at least an assumed truth, and that they did, in fact, abduct one of the women. The new information had him considering what actions to take. A lot still being unknown and the fact he still had a job to perform meant recapture and continued questioning was necessary. The façade was ended, and he got up and began to follow.

	With the climb up the hillside being more difficult than expected, Olivia did end up asking for help and did not let herself feel bad about doing so. Maybe she did not want to be useless anymore. But being stubborn against relying on others would only make her a hindrance. So, she accepted her limits.

	Marcy pressed up and through the dense shrubbery of bundled branches and thick leaves while carrying Olivia. The obstacles and extra challenge did not add any difficulty and the top was found quickly. Once over the twisted barrier and back on the road, Olivia was let down. Then they began what would be a long walk back. But no more than a couple of steps had been taken when the click of a gun’s hammer brought Marcy to a stop which had Olivia stop just the same.

	“I didn’t sense you there,” Marcy said in surprise as she turned around. “Or hear you. Or even smell you.”

	“I wouldn’t be a good detective if people could tell I was following them,” Detective Gram remarked.

	“True,” she understood the idea, “But you must be some kind of remarkable man to hide so well from me.”

	“Just devoted to my duties,” he excused any notion of being special. “Which is why I can’t let you go.”

	“Will you shoot if I refuse?” she tested.

	Detective Gram had been implementing trigger discipline even after cocking the hammer back. To answer her, he slid his finger onto the trigger. “Seems I can and am willing to.”

	“Odd way to phrase that,” was her now assuming there must be a special reason.

	“Wait!” Olivia moved in front of Marcy.

	Detective Gram returned to his trigger discipline as soon as his gun was pointed at a different target. However, he did not seem to be the reason his finger was no longer on the trigger, and he was made annoyed. “Out of the way.”

	“No,” Olivia refused.

	“It’s okay,” Marcy tried to get Olivia out of the dangerous situation.

	“I said no,” Olivia refused again and then yelled at Marcy, “Sometimes you need to ask for help, too.” Then to the detective, “There’s so much going on right now that someone like you would never understand. Maybe Marcy has done some questionable things, but without her, more people might die.”

	“I’m sure more people will die either way,” Detective Gram fully expected.

	“I’m not going to argue against that,” with a defeatist tone, Olivia accepted that the loss of life was most likely inevitable. “But I don’t want those people to be …” friends seemed too soon of a word having only met them and gotten to know them a day ago, but they were, “those important to me.”

	“So, you’d take the lives of others?” He drew out an answer. “You know they may be important to someone as well, right?”

	“I’d prefer nobody dies,” Olivia wanted above all. “We’ll do whatever’s in our power to avoid that. But I can’t say they intend the same. And if we must,” ‘kill’ was the word she refused to say, “then we will.”

	“Why didn’t you try relying on the authorities?” He called to mind.

	Olivia became baffled by the question because, she, too, began to think the same question. 

	Marcy was the one to answer, “I’m still on the run from them. Furthermore, who would believe we were being attacked by Witch Hunters?”

	“You could have tried,” he presented the option.

	“I tried to three years ago,” she bared her past. “Curse of Silence or not, I tried. Look what that got me. Nobody cared. I was labeled insane and locked away in a padded cell.”

	Detective Gram expressed disappointment with a pause, but he pushed sympathy aside, “That has nothing to do with what’s going on now. You should have tried again.”

	“I’m guessing it’s too late now,” Marcy assumed she no longer had the option.

	“You’re right,” he confirmed. “Maybe, in the very beginning, I could have done something. But you wrecked my car and are trying to escape custody again. The law needs to be upheld. You’re coming with me one way or another. You’re both coming with me.” Then, with an accusative stare, he directed at Olivia, “you’ve also broken many laws.”

	Marcy seemed ready to take hostile action.

	But Olivia took a passive resistance, “Then you’ll have to shoot us because we’re walking away.”

	For some reason, that declaration calmed Marcy. So, when Detective Gram marched up, grabbed Olivia by the arm, and pulled her aside so he could point his gun directly at Marcy, she grabbed the weapon in response but did not do anything else after. During this stalemate, he found he could no longer slip his finger back onto the trigger even when pointing at Marcy. Her intentions had changed and so his did as well. He withdrew. “Fine.”

	Both women were surprised but did not hesitate long as they were fast to begin running away.

	He tapped his finger on the side of his gun as he watched them leave.


Chapter 22: Home Invasion

	 

	 

	Mark woke and found himself sitting on a chair. Seem that was where he had passed out. Emily must have fallen asleep first or else she would have stopped him from sleeping where he did. She was right of course as his back felt like crap.

	He stood, stretched, then wandered to the other side of the kitchen. Looking out a window saw the dawn sky. Glancing at the stove clock showed the time was a little after six in the morning. Very few hours of sleep were gained but attempting to rest again felt like a pointless effort. He was up and nothing would change that. He might as well start cooking breakfast.

	A pan was retrieved from a lower cupboard and placed on the stovetop. A few eggs were cracked, scrambled, and ready to fry. They sizzled and popped.

	Pop! Pop! Bang! A barrage of gunfire tore through the front of the house as rifles and shotguns emptied dozens of bullets and shells. Glass and wood were blown apart by the projectiles.

	Mark dropped everything from surprise but was quick to remember what was important and rushed back to Emily. She had already woken and was responding to the chaos by sliding to the end of the table to use her weight to flip it for cover. He joined her and they spoke loud enough to be heard over the crossfire.

	“Where are the others?” Emily worried for them first.

	“They’re not,” a short, apologetic pause was given, “here,” Mark answered.

	“What do you mean?” She sounded cross. That was not what he had told her earlier. “You said they were resting?”

	“I lied,” he admitted. “I didn’t want you to worry. Rachael left to find her brother. Marcy just left, and I don’t know why. And we told Olivia to go home for this very reason.”

	Emily was disappointed to learn she had been lied to but did not hold his decision against him. “At least that means they should be safe. But I don’t know if we can handle this on our own.” She swallowed her growing apprehension. Squeezing her hand gauged her recovery. “I can fight.”

	Mark did not like hearing that. The last thing he wanted was for her to be put in the middle of danger again. He would rather that responsibility be his this time. Unfortunately, after having placed his hands on his thighs and looked down at himself. he knew he did not have his gun. There would be no time to retrieve it either, meaning he would probably be useless.

	The gunfire finally came to an end but that did not mean the attack was over. In fact, it was only coming closer. The front door was heard being kicked down with a single, solid hit. A small group of people was then heard entering. There was no doubt these intruders were the remaining Witch Hunters. Some went upstairs. Others entered the living room and began toward the room next over, the dining room. The last was approaching directly down the hall to the back room.

	Emily turned around in her seated position and placed her hands against the toppled table. She began listening carefully for the correct time to act. The beads rattled. “Lalqus” sent the table blasting forward like a battering ram. Even if her attack missed, the door would at the very least be blocked for the moment.

	However, the Hunter reacted with remarkable reflexes, able to quickly spring off his feet and roll over the top of the table. Shaw not only avoided being hit but also landed himself in the room.

	Emily raised her hand to cast a barrier. He was faster to raise his rifle. The round fired from the chamber before she would be ready to speak her word of power. Death would strike in an instant. But Mark had already thrown himself in the way before the bullet had been fired, a desperate and instinctive reaction to protect Emily. Blood burst from his stomach and he keeled over in pain. Hand at the ready, Emily changed her intended spell. “Rikest,” cast a fast and lethal bolt of lightning.

	Shaw cast his gun forward which acted as a conduit to absorb the energy in his place. Then he quickly moved to the side and rushed at her in an arching path.

	“Rikest” was cast again. But the lightning did not go to where she was pointing. Instead, it bolted sideways, hitting the gun again because the metal was already charged and was even more conductive than before. That mistake cost her a hand as Shaw grabbed the tops of her fingers and bent them back. She could not hold in her scream of agony as her bones broke. But she silenced her pain as fast as she could to free her voice for the casting of “Chrocs” with her other hand.

	Shaw was ignited in flames. Little did that seem to matter. He quickly stripped the flaming article of clothing off. Then he grabbed her by the wrist of her uninjured hand in a snap. A metal mold of some strange insignia was brandished, and he pressed it against her forearm. She screamed as her skin was seared. When he let her go, the insignia was burned on her.

	Emily would never give up. She held her hand at him no matter how much the motion hurt. “Chrocs!” was screamed. But no flames appeared. That was the first time she finally felt defeat. Her magic had been sealed by the branding on her arm.

	Mark had risen to his knees and was holding his gut, wanting, willing, ready to do anything to help in this dire situation. But, crack, and everything went black. Another Hunter had appeared behind and struck him in the back of the head, knocking him to the floor. A heavy stomp made sure to knock him out.

	Emily looked at Mark with pain, and sadness, and disbelief, and regret that he was caught up in this. Her eyes then shifted to the Hunter, feeling uncertain whether to fear or hate him for what he had done. Then she looked back to the other Hunter standing before her, feeling exactly the same.

	Shaw wandered a few steps away over to a chair that he set upright and took a seat on. He took a moment to settle. Both hands were placed just above his knees while he held great posture. His eyes were closed, a breath was taken, chin lifted, then he reopened them. After the display was complete, he drew out a fair-sized, iron bell.

	Emily wanted to speak but she did not have any words. She did not know her place in this situation. She could only wait.

	Shaw, himself, seemed to be waiting for something as well. But a few minutes passed with nothing happening. He became impatient enough to demand, “Call your spirit.”

	“What?” Emily did not understand.

	“Your summoned spirit has been quite the nuisance,” he said which alluded to his intentions. “As well as being an unnatural thing.”

	“No,” Emily softly refused now fully aware of what the Hunter would do.

	Shaw simply pointed behind Emily to get her to look at Mark. The gesture was both a warning and a threat. Looking at his dying body bleeding out on the floor made it very clear he would not live much longer if nothing was done. As well, the four Hunters standing over him expressed that what little time he did have left could be ended even sooner.

	Emily gaped from shock followed by biting her lower lip. If she did not comply, then he would die. She felt truly terrible because she knew what she was going to do. She would never be able to forgive herself. But there was no other choice for the pain of not doing so would be far greater.

	Shaw had become patient again while Emily was left to deliberate. He could tell she was going to do as he asked. Though, maybe she was hoping the gunfire would have drawn attention and was planning on waiting for help to arrive. So, he crushed that hope, “We placed plenty of perception blockers around the area. Nobody is aware of what’s happening. So, we can wait all day.”

	Through quivering lips, Emily called out, “Ligaya.”

	There was a shift in the air and the temperature dropped as Ligaya appeared in the room like the phantom she was. The situation she discovered herself summoned into was absolutely frightening. Even just a quick glance saw Emily slumped on the ground, found Mark appearing to be dead nearby, and recognized the Hunters completely surrounded them all. The awful everything caused a storm of emotion.

	Ligaya quickly changed any feelings of concern into rage that could be used as a weapon. She did not honestly know what she could do other than attack. She hoped creating a commotion would help save her friend. Maybe a chance to run away would appear.

	Before anything could be done, Shaw, along with the other Hunters, rang the iron bell that each of them possessed. The unison strike of metal clang sharply with a dull reverberation that rapidly decayed. An invisible resonance was left hanging in the air and was maintained by the continuous succession of rings. Ligaya was left almost completely immobile.

	Shaw drew a small book and started to read what was supposed to be a mantra, “Defend us in battle …”

	The entire room began to glow as the walls, floor, and ceiling rapidly became luminescent until completely white. It was as if they had been brought into a photo negative of the world.

	As he started the next line, “Be our protection against wickedness and snares …” chains erupted from the faded surroundings.

	Ligaya was bound around her arms, legs, body, and throat. They pulled taut with a rattle and unleashed sparks. She was now ensnared with no chance to escape. But she tried to pull against her restraints. Even held captive, unable to cry out, she did force the slightest movement. Her hand desperately reached for Emily. Her voice called out wordlessly, Wake up! Save Emily!

	Shaw finished, “O Prince of the Host, cast out all evils and spirits who wander through the world for the ruin of souls.” The book was snapped shut and that was it, the exorcism was ended. The room returned to normal in a blink and Ligaya was just gone. It had been so unfair and so anticlimactic.

	Emily had not been able to look at Ligaya even if that was the last chance to ever see her again. What a shameful decision. Emily feared how her heart would rend if she had looked Ligaya in her face to witness the betrayal that must have been expressed. But in that blink, having to process what happened instead of experiencing it, Emily was left with a worse scar in her mind. Ligaya had simply become no more. The guilt was already too much. So crushing. Truly killing. 

	Emily squeezed her temples with her mangled arms as she shook her head desperately in denial. Tears ran down her face and she cried.

	“Now we have the time to talk,” Shaw declared as he put his book away. “I’ll be upfront with you. I want to know where the Apostate is.”

	Emily slowly softened her sorrowful noises until becoming silent and dejected. After allowing herself a moment of regret, she answered, “Try the basement, under the stairs.”

	“You’re lying,” Shaw read right away.

	“You’re right.” Emily’s sad smirk admitted so. “It’s just a bathroom.”

	That was not a lie. Shaw waved one of his men to go check out of curiosity. There was caution when about to open the door, unfortunately, not enough was taken. As soon as the opening was pulled, an eruption of power threw the door wide. The force caused the Hunter to be knocked off his feet. A continued pressure dragged him across the floor into the vortex on the other side before the door slammed shut.

	Emily was smiling a more genuine yet cruel smile. “I should say, it used to be the bathroom before Rachael messed around with it.”

	Shaw was made more interested and concerned with the redhead, but that was not his goal for right now. He asked again, “Tell me where the Apostate is.”

	“I don’t know. That’s the truth.”

	“You think I’d believe you after that little deception you just pulled?” He stood from the chair and approached to grab her by the chin so she could not look away from his glare. “This could have been much less painful for you.” He punched, catching her right on the side of the head and knocking her to the floor. “Where is the Apostate?”

	Emily did not answer. She was so jumbled by the blow that his question had been knocked out of her head.

	He lowered down right by her and asked again, “Where is the Apostate?”

	There was still no answer. So, he grabbed her by the chin again. “Look at me. I asked where the Apostate was.”

	“I don’t know,” she finally was able to reply even if repeating herself.

	But that was unsatisfying. He stood back up and stepped on her hand. She gritted in pain, trying to free herself from under his boot. “Until we get to the point where you’re willing to tell me anything to make it stop, there is no point in me stopping. And, unfortunately for both of us, I’m certain you can hold out for quite a while. But what about him? How much longer until he’s beyond the point of no return? Where is the Apostate?”

	“I don’t know,” she repeated with a stress of frustration in her voice.

	He grabbed her by the hair and pulled to force her into a sitting position just to punch her in the side of the head again without letting go. A chunk of her scalp was torn off as her body slammed back onto the ground. He discarded the bundle of strands over the top of her like confetti. “Where is the Apostate?”

	“I don’t know.”

	He kicked her in the stomach. The hit was so hard that she involuntarily vomited. Then he repeated, “Where is the Apostate?”

	Emily was unable to answer like before.

	He stomped on her hand, and she screamed. Again, “Where is the Apostate?”

	“I don’t know!” she cried out.

	His heel planted on her throat. “I’m honestly beginning to believe you.” Whatever action he was going to take next was put on pause. He turned his head the slightest as he determined what new thing he was sensing.

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael was outside Emily’s home very aware something terrible was happening. Not just because of the devastation done by gunfire, but also at the fact she had heard a phantom warning only fifteen minutes before arriving here, telling her to “Wake up” and “Save Emily.”

	However, entering the unknown yet obviously dangerous situation would be stupid, especially for Rachael. That did not mean she was incapable of helping. With quick consideration, she began to create a ward on the building with chalk she found on a neighbor’s stoop. Any that were unwelcome would be expelled from within once she finished.

	 

	 

	 

	“We need to go,” Shaw said to the other Hunters. “A ward’s being placed on the building as I speak. That must be the redhead.”

	“Why not deal with her now?” a Hunter asked.

	“She’s far more powerful than the others,” Shaw was concerned. “We should only try to deal with her when I know we have the advantage. Leaving is the smartest decision at the moment.”

	“Understood,” the other Hunters acknowledged the order and began to make their leave out the back of the house, careful to avoid running into the other Witch.

	Shaw was not yet ready to go, however, with a final responsibility needing to be fulfilled. He lowered himself beside Emily once more and drew his knife. Just as he struck what would be a killing blow, his arm was grabbed.

	“What do you think you’re doing, Jeremiah?” Shaw asked with great intimidation.

	But Jeremiah was not shaken in the least as he explained, “As the mediator, you were left on a need-to-know basis. It’s time you know. I see you’re hellbent on killing every Witch we encounter, but our Execution Order was only for the Apostate. Any others are to be left alone if at all possible. We can only kill outside our orders if absolutely necessary. In this situation, taking her life isn’t necessary. It would go against our orders.”

	“Are you serious?” Shaw was having difficulty believing.

	“I would not lie,” Jeremiah assured he was being completely serious.

	“What are the Eldermen thinking?” Shaw said through annoyed anger as he disengaged. “Leaving a Witch alive?”

	“You can ask them yourself when the mission is completed,” Jeremiah directed Shaw’s feelings.

	“Gladly,” Shaw professed. “I want to know what fools are now running the Templar.”

	With the last words said, the two Hunters walked away in quiet displeasure.

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael activated the ward causing a small burst of energy to explode from the exterior surface of the building. That had nearby birds take flight in fright. However, even with the area now protected, she was not in the least relieved from her worries. That was because there was no knowing what had already happened and what she might find. She needed to go inside. But, as she stood at the bottom of the stoop, her uncertainty created greater concern. To face this alone was terrifying.

	That was when reassurance arrived as a car pulled up to the curb in front of the house. It was Marcy and Olivia who got out the back and rushed over to Rachael, calling out in concern, “What happened?”

	Rachael did not know what to say. She was surprised to see them having expected them to be inside. That meant only Emily and Mark were here when the attack began. There was a very unlikely chance they could have dealt with the situation on their own. Rachael rushed up the steps with her hesitation forgotten about.

	Marcy was right behind with the same conclusion in mind.

	Olivia was not as aware, taking the time to grant a small consideration to the driver by giving a thankful wave before following inside.

	Beyond the front door, down the hallway, and into the back room was where they found the terrible scene. Emily sat on the ground with Mark resting his head on her lap, blood staining where he lay. He was deathly pale and completely limp. Almost his entire shirt was soaked with blood. But, looking closely, there were no wounds left on him.

	The same could not be said about Emily. Her face was badly bruised with a split lip and bloody nose. The fingers of one hand had been twisted and bent out of place. On her other arm was a square chunk of skin missing. The pealed flesh laid discarded on the ground beside the knife used for the carving.

	After being left alive, for the sake of Mark, Emily’s ability to struggle against the odds had returned to her. Certainly, those feelings were a ghost of what she once held because of how things had ended, but they were enough for her to make drastic decisions. See, as long as she remained branded, she would not be able to heal him using her life magic. So, she did what she had to to be rid of the insignia.

	As the other women entered the room, Emily could only say in a shallow voice, “Ligaya’s been banished, and it’s my fault.”


Chapter 23: Needed Discussion

	 

	 

	Light beamed through holes in the wall and the front door of the house that was left ajar. The foyer was turned into a room of gloom where most color had been washed out. Four paramedics, which appeared to be little more than silhouettes, entered with purpose. The three women in the hallway were quickly approached by two of the EMTs so that their injuries could be tended to. The other two were directed toward the back room where they found the reason they had been called.

	Mark appeared to be the one most in need of care by the amount of spilled blood. However, when examined, he was seemingly uninjured. That did not mean he was in any okay condition. Worse than just being unconscious, he was unresponsive.

	With Mark in a state where little could be done for him, the EMTs attempted to work on Emily because of the drastic nature of her injuries. But she refused any aid until they took care of him, even fighting against her helpers, swinging her arms without concern for the pain, and loudly demanding without care if anybody thought she was crazy. The EMTs felt forced to oblige otherwise the situation would only be prolonged. So, Mark was wheeled out on a stretcher to be transported to the hospital.

	Back in the hall, the examination of the others had begun. First was Olivia who had bruises all over. Shallow cuts covered her, mostly her hands, and many small pieces of glass were embedded under her skin. There were also signs of a mild concussion from what appeared to be whiplash. She was given a neck brace, and tweezers were used to remove shards. Next was Rachael who had a large, jagged gash across her hand that had been novicely dressed with a washcloth. A severe bruise also covered her side from what could have only been caused by a fall. A closer examination found a few cracked ribs. The only thing to be done at the moment was to rebandage the cut. And Marcy, as these situations always ended up, regardless of how much blood and dirt covered her, was without injury. No matter the seriousness of the injury or lack thereof, each was expected to come to the hospital.

	That was when Detective Gram stepped into the house and brought a pause to any decisions. He looked at the three women and their two helpers but said nothing. Then he began to walk toward the back room. A nervous air was left lingering as he passed through the hallway. 

	Emily had become frustrated with the EMTs. The flayed area of flesh was disinfected and bandaged, but her broken fingers remained untreated for important reasons. She kept demanding, “Just reset them.”

	“We have to take you to the hospital before that,” repeated the EMT that had come back to examine her. “Your hand needs to be x-rayed first.”

	The beads rattled drawing attention to the detective who instructed the EMT to, “Do as she asked.”

	The EMT was caught off guard and blurted a “What?”

	“Go on,” the detective was insistent.

	“She needs x-rays before we do any of that,” the EMT urged again.

	“Does she look like she cares?” Detective Gram pointed out.

	“You’re being serious.” The EMT was flabbergasted. “We have protocol—”

	“Huh,” Detective Gram interrupted. “How odd. It seems I don’t care either. Just reset her hand. I need to talk to them. But I can’t until you’re done here.”

	The EMT shook his head disapprovingly. He was not surprised that the injured were being unreasonable. Shock often caused people to make rash decisions. But a police officer perpetuating the behavior was far more than unexpected. Something must be going on which was not to be asked about. There was simply do as the detective had told.

	Crack and pop. Emily wince and cried in great pain as her first finger was forced back into place. Only three more to go, each going to be as painful as the one before.

	Detective Gram began to walk around the house to examine the scene further. There was not much to detail about the backroom kitchen or the dining room. Only a single bullet casing was recovered, as well as there being a light amount of damage from stray ballistics—

	A cry was heard as another finger was forced back in place.

	Moving to the living room found where most of the damage was concentrated. The wall to the front of the building had been shredded by gunfire and left in such a state of devastation that, at any moment, it could collapse. And the furniture in the room was just as damaged that any one of the pieces might fall apart if even just touched. Glass, splinters, and fluff covered the floor—

	Another cry became background noise as another finger was fixed.

	Detective Gram finished his lap by passing through the just-as-damaged hallway, and while doing so, ushered Rachael, Marcy, and Olivia to follow. When they reentered the back room, Emily’s final finger was reset, and she cried out one last time.

	“Are you done with their injuries?” Detective Gram pressed for an answer from the EMT.

	“I am,” the EMT responded then followed with a final attempt to do his job, “But we should really take them to the hospital for further examination. This one probably needs a cast.”

	“Throw on a quick splint and then leave,” the detective excused. “I insist.”

	The EMT argued no further as he strapped a simple hand-splint on Emily before packing his supplies and stepping out with an upset disposition.

	Now that it was just the five of them left in the house, Emily rubbed her hand and curst, “Christ.” But the blurted word was not about any pain or discomfort. Her real worry was about, “The damn medical bills are going to take years to pay off.”

	“Are you sure that’s what you should be worrying about?” Detective Gram questioned. He pulled out a pack of cigarettes, expertly popping one from the packaging which he pulled the rest of the way out with his lips. “Not concerned about your husband? He’s probably in a coma, you realize?” Then he lit the smoke.

	“I’m more concerned than you would ever know,” Emily assured, then turned the question on the detective, “Should you be doing that around us injured women?”

	“You women have me stressed the fuck out,” he declared. He pointed at Marcy, “You’re an escaped mental patient.” Then to Olivia who looked very uncomfortable, “This one sideswiped my car and drove me over a cliff.” Then to Rachael but he did not have anything to say about her. His accusative gesture was turned to Emily, “Now, I’m standing in your bullet-riddled house. Strangely, we didn’t get any calls about gunfire in the area. The only call came from you saying there were intruders on the premises. But this is far from just a fucking home invasion.”

	“There were perception blockers,” Rachael answered as if that would explain anything.

	“The Witch Hunters, huh?” he presumed.

	“Was Marcy the one to say that?” Emily assumed and believed that would only make telling any truth or lie now impossible to convey.

	“I know you won’t believe us—” Rachael began only to be interrupted.

	“No,” Olivia was the culprit. “He will. He listened to me and Marcy even after I almost killed him.”

	“You almost killed him?” Emily was surprised. “So, you really did sideswipe him like he said.”

	“It was an accident,” Olivia assured.

	Clap! Detective Gram had slapped his hands together before the topic changed. “Come on. Let’s stay on track.”

	“Sorry,” the three women apologized for their digression.

	Then Emily, remaining skeptical of the detective, sought some kind of assurance, “Can we really trust you?”

	“This city is a protectorate,” Detective Gram declared, and that declaration revealed how involved he must truly be with the supernatural world of Darkess Noir. “The only way for that to actually be the case is if those in charge of law and order were aware. I’m not saying every officer is spiritually conscious, but I am one who is. I’ve seen many monsters in my time. Hell, I work with a few of them now and then.”

	“So,” Emily continued, now curious about the past, “If those in charge are aware of the supernatural world then why was Marcy vilified so harshly?”

	“She did kill a man,” he stated the known fact. “There are still rules even for those not of this world. Going around killing is a very important one. Otherwise, co-existence would be impossible. We’d all already be dead.”

	“What about now?” Emily wondered. “You know the truth. Shouldn’t she be acquitted from all her crimes—”

	“And maybe you can help us?” Olivia suddenly had the idea and added. “With the Witch Hunters?”

	“Them being in the city can be detrimental to the balance between our worlds,” Rachael also had something to add, hoping that saying more might sway the detective’s opinion and decision.

	“That’s if there are any,” the detective confronted. “You keep claiming there are Witch Hunters but all we’ve found are unidentifiable bodies left in your wake. From what I can tell, you’re the problem.” He tapped his finger.

	“You know the truth,” Marcy declared her doubt of his ignorance. “You keep tapping your finger for some reason. But that’s not just a nervous tick. Nor is the smoking. In fact, that’s probably the reason why you chain smoke.” Detective Gram leaned back as he took a drag on his cig to wait patiently to see where this was going. “You smell like rain …”

	“Thank you,” he took the compliment before blowing smoke to hopefully cover up that smell.

	“… That’s a pure aroma,” Marcy knew. “Something that would probably cause trouble for you with ghosts and ghouls. You’re an Altered like myself, but a Heavenly vessel, aren’t you?”

	“My mom did say I was her little Angel,” he joked.

	“You know the truth,” Marcy iterated. “And we’re asking you for help.”

	“That is my job—”

	That was when the conversation was interrupted by Detective Gram’s cellphone ringing. He turned away a little as he looked at who might be calling and was quick to step away when he knew the answer and needed to answer. Though, he did not actually go that far of a distance, remaining close enough to still be seen and heard. Only the caller on the other side of the line was not audible.

	“Ahuh,” he acknowledged whatever was being said to him. “Yeah. You sure?” He looked over his shoulder at the women. “Alright. I’ll let them know.” He stepped back into the conversation he had been having before the interruption happened. “I’ve got good news and bad news. Which will it be first?”

	They looked at each other to silently communicate their opinion which was never really determined. Instead, Emily spoke for them all, “The bad news first, I guess.”

	“The good news is …” the detective gave instead since there was an order to the information he intended to relay. Asking what they wanted to hear first was not going to change what he gave first. He was just acting somewhere between nice and mocking. “The DNPD will not interfere with you and whatever you’ve gotten yourself into.”

	“Are you serious?” That was surprising.

	“Who called you?” Marcy was the one to bring that into question. “This seems like there is a conspiracy going on here.”

	“The bad news is …” he continued without ever having the intention of answering her probing, “don’t expect help from the DNPD either. You need to fix this problem on your own. And quickly. Otherwise, we will get involved and there will be no protecting you.”

	“Protecting us?” Marcy did not feel that was the case.

	“Perhaps I have yet to provide any protection,” he admitted. “But things will change, one way or another. For now, I leave this to you.” That was when the detective began making his leave. There was an expectation that he was going to stop and say something right before he was gone for good. Maybe wish them luck. But he did none of that as he exited the house without another word.

	There were no more intruders left and the tension each woman felt was finally released like a tight wire as the anticipation no longer affected them. They remained quiet for a short time to gather their thoughts and let their bodies relax.

	Marcy, after having an internal debate between the concern for her friend and the concern for the situation, spoke up, choosing the former, “Are you okay, Emily?”

	Emily sighed, knowing the question was coming and dreading it. “Not at all,” words were just as much like a sigh. “After I was branded, I’d given up there for a moment. It wasn’t long but I hated feeling that weak.”

	“None of us want to be made to feel that way,” Marcy shared the sentiment. “But we all will sometimes. I don’t think the world will allow us to be unshakable. Though, what I think real strength is is to not be held down by those feelings. Which means you must be really strong. There are very few people that would be able to skin themselves, even for the sake of another.”

	“I’m not that upset about being beaten,” Emily played off. “I’m more worried about Mark … and what happened to Ligaya,” the guilt was stressed in her voice.

	“What even happened?” Rachael wanted to know.

	“The Hunters attacked, obviously,” Emily began by repeating. “I’d like to say I put up a fight, but I really couldn’t fight back at all. It was over in seconds. I don’t know who he was—”

	“I …” Marcy gently interrupted, raising her hand slightly to take over the conversation, “fought him … and he beat me, too. I believe he’s an Altered similar to the detective.”

	“I can definitely believe that he’s not human,” Emily apathetically jested. “He threatened Mark’s life. I had to summon Ligaya. I was pretty sure I knew what would happen if I did. But I did it anyway,” her voice was starting to sound choked. “What else could I do?” Her tone suddenly rose. “I had lost so much already. I couldn’t lose him, too. But— What else could I do?” She became mute, aware that continuing would draw out her painful expressions. She would rather keep those sealed away for now. Staying stable was what she needed to do to deal with the problem. Then she could grieve.

	Rachael could not help but look at her injured hand after hearing the declaration. Proper gauze now covered the gash, but she recalled the cloth that was first used. She had not bandaged herself up, certain she had passed out right after speaking with The Raven Man. That meant the one to do so must have been Ligaya.

	Ligaya had easily shown compassion toward another who had disregarded her throughout the years. She truly was a good soul it finally seemed to sink in. And now she was gone with that realization coming too late. The relationship would never be reconciled.

	The failing dragged Rachael down into deep regret. But “We can’t change anything that’s already happened,” she understood and conveyed, hoping Emily might understand as well. “Let’s focus on finishing this, together.”

	“What about Andy?” Emily reminded Rachael of her priority.

	“We do this together,” Rachael firmly declared once more. “I’ve put myself above each of your feelings—”

	“No, you haven’t,” Emily quickly defended. “You’ve been pretty selfless, trying so hard to save your brother—”

	“You’re wrong,” Rachael retook the conversation. “Trying to save him is for me more than anyone else. Even more for me than for him. And look what my selfishness has caused. Had I been here, I can’t say that nobody would have gotten hurt, but I could have done something to stop it. Instead, I abandoned you all. To be attacked,” Emily. “To be arrested,” Marcy. “Told you to go home,” Olivia. “I don’t know how you must have felt but … I would have felt lonely. Shit.” She started tearing up as she thought about how lonely Ligaya must have been throughout the years, left abandoned. “No more thinking of myself. We’re a sisterhood, right? Or … we were once, at the very least. Whatever we are, we do this together from now on. Otherwise, this is bound to happen again, and we’ll probably all end up dead.”

	Emily smiled through her sadness in clear agreement.

	Marcy was in as much agreement even if her demeanor did not change.

	Olivia found solace in being accepted by the group but had a concern she needed to voice, “Are we really going to do nothing for Andy?”

	“We will save him once we finish this,” Rachael assured. “For now, we just hope that Andy … We just hope for Andy. That’s all we do. Because the Hunters will keep hurting us and getting in the way until they’re stopped.”

	“Okay,” Olivia accepted. Then, under her breath, she pleaded, “Please still be alive.”

	“How do we find them?” Rachael moved forward with the plan.

	“Well, how did you find me?” Olivia asked.

	Marcy shook her head, knowing, “There’s no going back to that place ever again.”

	“Which is unfortunate,” Rachael recognized. “The Hunters would have covered their tracks like before, maybe even more thoroughly since we already found them once.”

	“Well,” Emily had an epiphany, “I think I know a way. Even though it happened so fast, and I had tried to block it from my mind while it was happening …” she did not want to finish the sentence, afraid of the recollection. But there was no proceeding without speaking, “I recognized The Prayer of Righteous Michael was used when … Ligaya was exorcised.”

	The reminder became a burden on the mood. Each felt a heavy weight for their failings and took a silent moment to wonder what could have been done.

	First to break free was Olivia who needed to ask because she understood the least, “What is so important about this prayer?”

	Rachael took a breath to compose herself as she explained, “The Prayer of Righteous Michael is an invocation used when conducting Christian exorcisms. The thing is, to use any of these prayers, you don’t just say the words, you need to have the book to read them from as well. That makes this pretty easy actually.” She was beginning to glow with some relief. “The only book that could have been used would be The Apocalypse of John. That book is very rare. And our Hunter friend is carrying one around. All we need to do is simply scry to find his location.”

	“That easy?” Even Olivia understood that scrying was basic magic.

	“We might have to use boosting spells,” Rachael professed, “but yeah, if their leader is actually carrying around that rare book, we can find them using this method.”

	“Seems too easy,” Olivia said objectively.

	“Possibly a trap?” Rachael did hold concern.

	“Either way,” Emily did not seem worried whether that was the case or not, “let’s get this done.”

	“Okay,” Marcy intervened, “but what do we do when we find them?”

	“Well …”

	“Kill them?” Marcy held up her hands for display to represent how much hers were stained. “Could you?”

	“Yes,” Emily said without a second thought.

	“You’re not afraid to damage your soul?” Marcy reminded them of the consequences.

	“You haven’t lost yours, apparently,” Emily remarked. “And we’ve already killed a bunch of them.”

	“I haven’t lost my soul because I didn’t want to kill any of the people that I killed,” Marcy presented while also defending herself. “No matter how much you think I enjoy killing, I don’t actually. I did it out of necessity. And you killed people inadvertently. But if we go down this path of seeking their deaths …” she let the silence fill in the blank.

	Emily thought back to what had just happened to her and Mark. She was angry. But she recognized her anger and knew not to let that emotion influence what needed to be done. And without it, she understood she was not a killer. So, she thought about what they could do and came up with, “We can seal them away.”

	“That could work,” Rachael deliberated. “Though, getting them to stand still to be sealed might be difficult.”

	“We don’t have to use conventional means,” Emily explained. “When they attacked, I tricked one into opening the bathroom door. He got sucked inside. I don’t think he died, but I’m certain he’s never coming back. If we can replicate that, we should be able to get rid of the Hunters easily enough. But this is really up to you, Rachael. You’re the only one I know capable of bending the rules to make these things.”

	“That was an accident,” Rachael warned. “I didn’t even know what I left on the other side of that door. Should we really risk everything on luck?”

	“You’re the luckiest, most blessed person I know,” Emily said as a fact. “This won’t be random chance. I know you can do it.”

	“I’ll try but what if I can’t?” Rachael remained cautious. “What is our backup plan?”

	“We might just have to turn this into a fistfight,” Marcy claimed. “If we have to fight that guy, we’ll need to fight him together. I don’t think it would be possible to win any other way.”

	“That means subduing the other Hunters first,” Emily deliberated off Marcy’s comment. “While you set up the trap,” Rachael, “Marcy will protect you. Olivia and I will have to take care of the rest. That shouldn’t be too much for me to handle. There are only three of them left. And from what I could tell, none of them are Altered.”

	“You want me to fight?” Olivia was caught off guard by the inclusion, happy to be a part of it but terrified of what that meant.

	“You’re with us now,” Emily assured. “I promise to do what I can to make sure you don’t get hurt again. Just watch my back, okay?”

	“Okay,” Olivia halfheartedly promised, still very much uncertain about many things.

	Emily attempted to remove those uncertainties by approaching Olivia, taking the brace off from around her neck, and beginning to heal her wounds. “Let’s get you into fighting shape.”

	“You don’t need to,” Olivia spoke against such action. “You should save your magic for what’s to come since I’m afraid you’ll probably do all the fighting.”

	“I’ve got plenty,” Emily said otherwise. “And I know you’re strong.”

	Marcy stepped up to be in line with an offering for Olivia as well, “And I’ve got something I’d like to teach you.”

	“And,” Rachael seemed eager to be a part of the gift-giving, “I’ve got a lesson I want to show you, too.”

	Olivia looked at each of them feeling more bewildered than anything. Then she expressed so happily, “Thank you, all.”


Chapter 24: Eye for an Eye

	 

	 

	 

	On the lower end of downtown, along the coast of the Sound, the Hunters hid away in an auction house warehouse. Though not abandoned, the location was determined to be barely used. That was good enough seeing as they had no intentions of remaining in the city for much longer.

	Shaw was meditating in the center of a room with expensive clutter lining the walls, the objects ranging from refurbished home accessories to miscellaneous cultural objects. He sat on his knees, resting both his hands on his thighs as he slowly breathed in. The next step needed to be determined as there had already been two failed attempts at killing the Apostate.

	However, his focus was off due to the state of this modern Templar. He had not seen nor spoken with the Eldermen before leaving on this mission because his orders came quickly after his resurrection. Now he wished he had been more forthright about making an audience instead of doing as he was told without question. Too much had changed for him to understand how that could be possible. He needed answers. But those would only come once the mission was over.

	One exhale and Shaw gradually opened his eyes as he sensed magic in the area.

	A Hunter stepped into the room to declare what was already known, “They found us again.”

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael, Emily, Marcy, and Olivia stood at the four corners of the building as they enacted their plan. Each had transcribed a rune on the ground and was chanting the script of a magic spell. Their combined power distorted the area around them causing orbs of energy to form in the air before being absorbed into their bodies and out their hand into the wall. Luminescent, blue energy traced over the complete exterior of the building to trap those who were inside.

	The Hunters now had nowhere to go. However, they could not simply be left here, because eventually, the magic would fade. This was nothing more than a way to prevent them from running, because if they were to escape, they would just come back again and again. This needed to end now.

	The four Witches entered to confront their enemy.

	 

	 

	 

	Shaw was quickly stepping through a hallway as he moved toward one of several pockets of magic that indicated the presence of the Witches. However, he was brought to a stop. What he was tracking had suddenly moved right passed him even though there was nobody.

	His first assumption was an invisibility spell which was dismissed soon after. Had that been the case, sounds and the aura of one’s presence would not have been hidden. What passed by was more like a ghost.

	Then, from a glimpse in the reflection of a shiny doorknob, he noticed two women running down the hall in the direction where he had just come. He understood right away what was going on. The Witches were traveling through the Mirror Realm to move around the warehouse and avoid directly confronting him. He was no fool but followed, regardless that this would be a trap.

	 

	 

	 

	Emily and Olivia made their way around the perimeter hallways of the building, carefully walking through, peeking around corners, and checking rooms. The last thing they wanted was to be ambushed since they intended to do the ambushing.

	“Are you sure we’ll be safe from him?” Olivia asked.

	“As long as everything goes as planned,” Emily gave a not-so-reassuring reassurance. “Let’s hope he’s distracted enough by Rachael and Marcy while we deal with the other Hunters—”

	Rifle rounds and shotgun blasts blew holes in the wall from an adjacent hallway, filling the building with a wake of gunfire that did not stop until the Hunters were certain that nobody should have survived the onslaught. Then no sound was made at all as the dust slowly settled. Eventually, one of the three Hunters began approaching the destroyed area to check.

	Jeremiah placed a shoulder on the man to stop him from getting closer. Instead of going over, an empty bullet casing was picked up from the ground and thrown at the crumbling wall. A small discharge of electricity could be heard, and blue sparks were seen making the metal object dance. It appeared a lightning trap had been set with the intent to disable any who approached.

	The Witches had never been behind that wall. What was heard had been a decoy voice.  Jeremiah understood right away that they were the ones being hunted.

	“Chrocs” was heard cast somewhere else. Jeremiah tried to determine from where and for what reason. The why became apparent as heat quickly filled the hallway and soon the surrounding walls began to burn away as roaring flames tore through. One direction became sealed off by the fire which forced only the other way to run, an obvious trap. But staying in this furnace was not an option. The three Hunters went to meet what could be their end, and Jeremiah led the way.

	The corner at the end was rounded and right away they were between two threats. The building was falling apart behind them, and a Witch was right before them with her arm aimed. Jeremiah stopped and stood even as flames brushed his back. The shotgun in his hands was aimed. She cast “Rikest,” and he fired. The pellets met the power causing the metal to scatter which also dragged the lightning in every direction other than straight. He pumped the empty shell out of the gun and fired again, and again, as he stepped forward while suppressing his enemy with shot after shot. The other two Hunters kept running forward.

	Emily had to abandon her position, taking cover to one side of the passage where she placed her hands against the wall. On the opposite side was Olivia who already had both her hands placed in a similar fashion. Together they cast, “Potrus!” The woodwork that made up the building began to grow and shape into branches that sealed off the way.

	Jeremiah and the others stood before the blockade of roots as the fire continued to encroach on them.

	“The wall,” he directed, and they began to beat away the drywall until there was a hole wide enough for them to fit through. Yet even this seemed planned. He had to assume another trap awaited. He warned, “Be careful of the floor,” and then he was the first to enter with a jump.

	Instead of landing on his feet, he landed on his prosthetic hand and balanced his weight. Another lightning trap triggered as he felt energy charge the air. But the material of the fake arm was insolated enough to keep him from being electrocuted. He pushed off the ground and landed on the other side of the room safely. However, the trap was still active. He knew, as did the other two Hunters, that they would not be able to cross with him. Of course, they did not want to be consumed by the fire, so they threw themselves into the trap and were incapacitated by the intense shock.

	Emily felt reassured that their part of the plan was accomplished. She assumed the Hunters were smart enough to try escaping either through the wall or the ceiling, and when they did, they would be non-lethally put out of commission by her traps. And, even if they were not, the fire was time sensitive and would smolder away so that the building did not burn down, nor would they be burned to death, but hopefully, be knocked unconscious by asphyxiation.

	Unfortunately, not everything went as intended as a nearby door opened and a Hunter stepped through. Surprised or not, Emily did not hesitate to cast, “Al Tes!” A force pulled the gun from his hands into hers. However, she was unsure how to use the thing.

	Jeremiah rushed the moment he was disarmed, and he drew a knife in place of the other weapon. By the time she had hold of the gun, he was halfway across the hall, and by the time she aimed, he was already striking before she could defend herself.

	Olivia had as much been surprised by the emergence of the Hunter. When he started charging, she quickly thought about what she could do and already knew. She had prepared for the need to fight and was holding an acorn.

	Back at the house, Marcy enlightened Olivia that she had an affinity for nature, and a simple spell had been taught. Now, with that knowledge, she did as she had been instructed, squeezing the acorn as tightly as possible, hoping to force magic into it. Arm winded back to throw the seedling over Emily’s shoulder as “Potrus” was cast. But there was no knowing if it would work. It did before when sealing the hallway. But Emily had as much been responsible for the casting of that spell. This one was cast by Olivia alone. She did not know if she believed enough. She did not know if she was truly a Witch. She earned her answer as the acorn burst open into tangling roots that ensnared the Hunter.

	Olivia was elated by what she had just done. That was her first spell, cast completely on her own. She wanted to jump up joyously. But her feelings came crashing as she fell back on her feet. Her novice skills were realized when seeing that she had not completely succeeded. The Hunter was wrapped up in the roots, but not well enough. One arm had been able to reach out from the entanglement. She watched in horror as the knife slashed.

	Yet, the killing blow was held off from being dealt. Instead, the edge pressed against Emily’s throat, threatening to take her life with a simple swipe. Jeremiah ordered, “Set me free.”

	“Don’t,” Emily warned. “He’ll kill me either way.”

	“You really think that?” He challenged. “You would’ve already been dead if it wasn’t for me.”

	Emily did recall his interference back at her home and had to ask, “Why didn’t you let him kill me? I’m a Witch, your sworn enemy. Why is your organization only interested in Marcy?”

	“That’s not my place to say,” Jeremiah avoided an answer. “And don’t bother asking Shaw. He knows even less than the rest of us.”

	What he said brought up a new question that she did not understand, “How can your leader know nothing?

	“He’s just a weapon of the past,” Jeremiah revealed. “We’ve been having a hard time dealing with your Apostate friend. He was revived as our solution. But things have gotten out of control. I can see now that this mission is another failure.”

	“So, what?” She assumed, “You’re just going to leave as if you can? We’ve already got you beat—”

	“And I have a knife to your throat,” he reminded.

	“A price to pay to make sure none of you bother my friends again,” Emily was not manipulated by the threat.

	“Until our orders are fulfilled or revoked, Hunters won’t stop coming,” he made her courage seem moot.

	“Maybe,” she considered, with the understanding that, “But if you go back with the information you learned, it’ll be much harder to stop you the next time you attack. Better to not let that happen.”

	“True,” he had to admit to her point. The knife was withdrawn and flipped in his hand to be held passively in surrender. “What will you do then?”

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael and Marcy rushed through the Mirror Realm as they looked for any place inside the building where the predetermined ritual could be conducted. None of the large, open storage rooms were good enough, and one by one, each that was happened upon was ruled out. They soon ended up in the office wing and the first room they entered was the perfect place. All the furniture had been pushed aside, rows of desks placed and piled in the back corner along with the chairs. The rest was left open. Most importantly, there was a closet in the back, opposite the entrance.

	They exited the Mirror Realm back into the real world by using the reflection in a window that the room had.

	“I’m sure he noticed us when we ran by,” Rachael expected.

	“I’ll make sure there are no interruptions until you’re ready,” Marcy swore.

	“I’ll try to be as quick as I can.”

	Rachael made a beeline to the closet and placed down a bag that she began rummaging through. Several items were pulled out, two glass cups, a bottle of water, paper, a broken-down cardboard box, and a roll of tape. One of the glasses was filled one-seventh full of water, her name and age were written down on the paper, and the box was assembled. She entered the closet with everything.

	The inside was filled with darkness but not completely so. Light slipped through the seams, mainly from beneath the door. The illumination rose to make the floor and some of the walls visible. But overhead was completely black seeming to extend into infinity. However, for this ritual to work, there needed to be absolutely no light. That was easily fixed by using the tape to cover the cracks.

	With everything ready, there was no time to waste. Rachael began by taking a seat inside the box. Doing so made her feel like a cat. The thought was worth a smile, but she remembered the importance of what she needed to do. The piece of paper was placed into the glass containing the water. Using what little math skills she still retained from her school days, she squared her age getting the number five-hundred and twenty-nine. Then she began counting in her head up to that number. This would take almost nine minutes.

	Shaw had followed the traces of magic to the room and, entering, he encountered the enemy he had been seeking to destroy. Marcy stood in his way, very clearly protecting the door on the other side. Between the two of them, three Doblo Pesimas spells had already been cast to keep him at bay.

	“I didn’t think you’d catch on so fast,” she greeted.

	He was not one to be distracted by conversation when there was a possible time constraint. But he did pause to determine what was more important. His mission was to destroy the Apostate that very obviously wanted him to try at this moment. However, whatever was going on beyond that door could be his downfall if he let himself be distracted by her taunt. Still, if he destroyed her quickly enough, whatever was going on might not matter in the end. He decided whatever opportunity came first, getting rid of her or getting passed her, he would take.

	He walked up and planted his hand firmly on the wall of bloody light. First, he took a breath in, then pushed hard as he exhaled. Large cracks appeared on the first layer as well as many small fractures on the supporting layers. He breathed in again and pushed as he exhaled. The first layer shattered and the second almost went at the same time. Another breath in …

	Marcy stood prepared.

	… one final push. The second and third layers shattered—

	“Doblo Respa,” was cast. As the remnants of the barrier fell to the ground, unused beads of blood, that were embedded inside the walls, took shape and erupted as deadly lances. Shaw was quick to raise his arms in defense as he evaded backward. But being surrounded by the corporeal fragments of bloody light made going uninjured impossible and his skin was pierced. After having backed away, he reacted just as fast, dragging his hands over his arms to knock free any shards that had stuck him so they could not be used for further magic.

	In the seconds following, Marcy was aiming her arm to cast, “Doblo Rikest.” Red lightning struck at him with great volatility. He dodged in a way that avoided being hit directly, but the energy exploded when striking the wall behind him. Bolts scattered, inflicting collateral. He ignored any pain as he rushed to get in close. That was where he would have the advantage like the last time they fought.

	Marcy began to backpedal as she lifted her arms to cast “Chrocs Pesimas.” From the floor rose a wall of fire.

	Shaw jumped straight through, disregarding whatever damage he knew he was going to receive. The mission was more important than the second-degree burns inflicted on his skin. His only precaution was to cover his eyes otherwise they would have melted. However, he was aware that, by blinding himself, the Witch was provided an opportunity to act on.

	A fist full of silver salt was at the ready to be cast right when he emerged on the other side. As he reopened his eyes, however, he was caught off guard. He had expected her to move back even further since her advantage would be a fight at range. But she was striking with her arm like a spear.

	He reacted fast enough to grab hold of her fingers. But her attack already had so much momentum built that he could not stop her. His own fist was shoved into his stomach as if he had punched himself, though, that distributed the force to prevent being punched through his body. He was lifted and smashed into the ceiling.

	From the lifted position, Shaw was able to regain control. He yanked her arm away which allowed him to fall, then he pushed off from the ceiling to come down with greater force, and as he dropped, he grabbed her by the back of the head and slammed her face into the ground. He was kneeling in front of where she lay, keeping her pinned with one hand, and about to reach for his knife with the other.

	Marcy strained to lift her head from beneath his hand. With a smile revealed on her face and blood running down her brow, she cast, “Ila Motem.” Her body became completely covered in flames.

	Shaw did not care as the flesh of his hand began to burn and bubble with boils. He had his target at his mercy and that was the important thing. But then she raised both arms to be aimed at him. He still had the silver dust and could dispel anything she cast, even from this position. That was, of course, if she was casting from the front. He realized the danger. The magic could be transferred from the wall of fire to her, effectively hitting him from behind. That would burn him entirely to ash. So, quickly, he shifted his position around her arms to be over the top of her which subsequently pinned her beneath his entire weight. Again, he did not care as his legs were scorched black.

	Marcy slammed her hands down as she cast “Lalqus.” She was propelled up from the floor, launching him upward along with her, and slamming him into the ceiling again. As they both began to fall, she spun and slashed. He blocked and struck. She took the hit and hit back. They both hit the ground and began to scrap like animals. She clawed and bit. He punched and kicked. Blow for blow was being delivered. Then there was a shove, and they were suddenly separated.

	Shaw rolled to recover from being thrown apart and found himself right by the closet door where he intended to be. He reached for the handle …

	Rachael finally reached the number. The contents of the one glass were emptied into the other. Now all she needed to do was open the door and there would be another world on the other side.

	Shaw pulled— An eruption of power threw the door wide, the force of which would have knocked any normal man to the ground. He had certainly been staggered but remained standing, his feet anchored to the floor as he resisted the pulling vortex that was trying to drag him inside. Though, the power of a cosmic rift could not truly be battled by any real means. He found himself taking unwanted steps closer, and with each, the more he had to struggle. But he kept getting closer, close enough that he took hold of the doorframe to keep fighting against the inevitable.

	He ended up too close. His legs were lifted out from under him and were consumed by the hungry space. One hand lost grip, and he was left hanging only by the tips of his fingers. In this position, he was now looking back into the room he had just fought to get across. Marcy was standing by the entrance of the room, looking proud for having tricked him. 

	From the reflection in the window emerged Rachael. Though, while in the closet, all she had to do was open the door to find herself in another world, that was not the goal. The plan was to leave a Gateway open. So, she completed the ritual and exited the pocket space using the Mirror Realm. If anybody opened the closet from the wrong side, the result would be this tear between realities. Everything went exactly as intended.

	The other two Witches then appeared at the entrance of the room. Shaw was left to understand he lost. But that loss was made even greater when his pride took a hit.

	Emily had a shotgun with her when she arrived. She watched with contempt contentment as he struggled against the vortex. She aimed the gun from her hip. How easily she could end him. But he was already done for. Shooting him now would only fulfill her selfish need for revenge. So, she dropped the gun instead.

	Shaw seemed surprised and angered by her choice as if he had been proven wrong about something he believed his whole life. As a desperate final action, he reached into his coat and threw a metal spike made of silver. The vortex affected the trajectory causing the object to barely miss Emily and embed into the wall next to her head. The last of his strength was lost after that and he fell into the Gateway.

	The Hunters were finally defeated. It had not even been a full day since they made themselves known and yet this triumph felt long needed. After having been such a threat, seeking death and bringing destruction, their now absence left the four women paralyzed by a sense of divine relief. The chaotic whir of the vortex became more like white noise.

	Emily took a few steps into the room and swept her arm as she cast Lalqus to slam the closet door. The silence that followed the Bang! felt endlessly deep and entirely still. They took another motionless moment.

	Marcy stepped up behind Emily with a very soft concern held inside her curiosity as she wondered, “What happened to the other Hunters? You were supposed to bring them here to be thrown into the Gateway.”

	“I didn’t kill them, if that’s what you’re worried about,” Emily made sure to let her know right away.

	“Then that can only mean you let them go,” Marcy ventured. “I was worried that you might do something bad, but I truly did not expect you to act the complete opposite.”

	“Well,” Emily’s tone was filled with uncertainty, “I didn’t think I was going to set them free either. But things changed. There was a knife to my throat and a conversation that followed. In the end … this definitely wasn’t for the best but … a life for a life, and all. I was spared back at my house by one of the Hunters, so I spared them whatever fate lies beyond that door.”

	Marcy, instead of saying any more on the matter, already certain that Emily had made the proper considerations, moved on to what was most important, “Shall we go save Andy?”

	“Back to the forest?” Emily presumed.

	Marcy shook her head against the assumption. “I would need to get another access key. Unfortunately, with what happened back at the bazaar, I’m absolutely certain we’ve all been blacklisted. There will be no more using any of the Otherworldly marketplaces. But,” looking to Rachael, “didn’t you figure out a way?”

	Rachael looked to the floor with a bothered expression. She spoke, “That’s what I was doing when I went on my own. And I did figure out something. But. It. Involves. Talking with the Devil.” She looked to Emily who would be the voice of reason.

	“We’re really just becoming Apostates, aren’t we?” Emily said as both a sarcastic remark and an honest concern. “Alright, no point turning back now.”

	“Really?” Rachael was worried to hear Emily agree so readily.

	Emily sighed. “We have, what?” She looked at her cellphone to find that it was fried by residual magic. The other three women pulled out their own phones, Marcy’s having been crushed during her fight and Olivia’s fried as well. Only Rachael’s still worked.

	She read the time, “It’s two. That gives us four hours until we can summon him. As well, we have four hours before we lose that chance.”

	“If we’re going to deal with the Devil,” Emily understood, “we will need all that time to prepare as well as,” she scanned her hand around the area, “recover from this shit. Wasting any of it to try finding another way, then not finding another way, and then going in blind and exhausted is stupid. Yes, I would prefer a different option. But we have none. We can’t forget, time is against us. The longer we keep taking, the less likely Andy will be alive once we get to him.”

	The morbid reminder acted as more of a motivation than anything else. All four held steadfast determination to see this through to the end.


Chapter 25: Devilish Dealings

	 

	 

	Darkness had blanketed the world by the time the Witches arrived at the burned-down church near the mall. The charcoaled wood appeared even blacker in the night, seeming to seep out from the structure like the manifestation of nothingness. This abyssal horror kept away any and all life, no animal daring to be near, no desperate man seeking shelter. How far the House of God had fallen.

	“Is this okay for us to do?” Olivia voiced her concerns about summoning the Devil here. “I’m not the most religious person but this is a church.”

	Rachael, Emily, and Marcy glanced between each other with dubious half-shut eyes. Clearly, they did not share the sentiment.

	Emily spoke first, “I might not approve of summoning the Devil, but I don’t care about God either. Places like this have never accepted us. You either be like them, stripped of whatever makes you a person, or you get your head slammed into a wall and thrown out on the street. Fuck this place.”

	“That was harsh,” Rachael acted more neutrally.

	“I’m not taking what I said back,” Emily held on to her feelings.

	“I wasn’t trying to change your mind,” Rachael promised. “I’m just saying there’s some good here. People need guidance, and they get that sometimes. But, yeah, there is a lot of that ‘do as we say or burn in hell’ stuff going on, too.”

	Emily gave a sideways stare before eventually relaxing her shoulders as she exhaled, then moved on, “My real concern is that I don’t know if this place will work. What we need is sacred ground. I don’t know if this qualifies.”

	“The Devil was waiting by the door the last time I was here,” Marcy told to support using this place. “He might not be there right now, but when he hears you knocking …” She waited for the implication to settle instead of speaking it. Though, still seeing concern, she offered another possibility, “We have time to find an active church if you’re really that worried, which I do understand.”

	Emily considered changing things, but “No. With Rachael, we can be certain the ritual will work. And with you, we can be certain he will show up when it does. Let’s get the stuff inside.”

	“Okay,” Marcy understood before having another thought, “Now, are you sure you want just the two of you for this?”

	“It’s for the best,” Emily felt certain of that. “Olivia is our apprentice Witch.” A glance over was given. “She’s got potential but isn’t ready to face the Devil yet. The power of four might be strong, but it’s our individual mistakes that present the real problem when facing him. She doesn’t have enough experience to handle his tricks. As for you … you have a history with this Devil. I’ll leave it at that.”

	“Emily and I got this,” Rachael cut in with a promise in the case that what Emily said might make Marcy upset. “You’ll be right on the other side of these doors anyway. Close enough that our bond still gives us all that strength.”

	Marcy nodded as she accepted the plan by accepting her role, “We’ll make sure to keep an eye out for anything while you’re busy.”

	“Good luck you guys,” Olivia offered once everything was determined.

	“We’ll try not to be too long,” Emily said as a comfort.

	“Don’t say that,” Rachael suddenly felt jinxed. “The Devil is the biggest time waster. This will probably take the full hour now.”

	“My bad,” Emily expressed in a light tone as she was aware, “But he was already going to do that to us.”

	“You’re right.” Rachael became slightly deflated by that fact and sat in silence for a couple of unhappy seconds. Sigh. “Well, no point keeping him waiting any longer. Let’s start setting things up.”

	Before they could enter, all types of electronics needed to be left behind, though, that was just Rachael’s phone since Emily’s was broken. Of course, they double and triple checked to make absolutely sure they had nothing more else this ritual would not work.

	Once certain, they went into the church with the items they would be using. In the plastic bag that Rachael carried was a full can of salt, thirteen red candles, a spool of red string, and a pocket watch just to keep the time without breaking any rules. She also carried two folding chairs. Emily lugged in a full-length, antique mirror with a built-in stand. Unfortunately, they could not use a television like they had back in the woods because of the stipulation. That would have been cheaper and easier to obtain instead of this thing. But the Devil was old, stubborn, and unchanging. He would never appear in modern technology.

	Once inside, the mirror was placed on the least damaged spot, in the open area that once held the pews. Circled around the mirror was a thick line of salt. Set up around the outside of the circle were the candles. The string was wrapped around the mirror in a specific pattern, spiraling up and around four times to make four lines, then wrapped back down from the top line to the bottom creating a fifth diagonal line, which was then brought back up with a perpendicular diagonal that made an X. Lastly, the chairs were set to face the reflection to complete the set up.

	Emily and Rachael sat, leaned back, and spoke a little, starting with Emily, “When should we begin?”

	Rachael looked at the watch. On the sixth second of the sixth minute of the sixth hour, during the season of the Witch, the Devil will appear if beckoned, so “We have five minutes and thirty seconds. I’ll start lighting the candles,” lit in a counterclockwise fashion.

	“As for our blasphemous act?” Emily was open to suggestions.

	Only after lighting the last candle did Rachael ponder for a second before saying, “Marcy Lox.”

	Emily gave a bemused looked. “Do you really think saying her name will be enough?”

	“I’d hope not, honestly,” Rachael admitted. “But he and her …”

	“Maybe,” Emily said. “But we aren’t her.”

	“We most certainly aren’t,” Rachael acknowledged. “Do you have any suggestions on what we should do?”

	“We’re trespassing,” Emily noted. “Think that’s good enough?”

	“I think,” Rachael expressed, “after everything that’s happened these last hours, he’ll come.”

	“What if it doesn’t work,” Emily chose to be skeptical. “He might not show up out of spite.”

	“Only one way to find out.” Rachael looked at the watch, then showed the time. She took her seat. “Now or never.”

	They both stared deep into the mirror. Together, in their heads, they wished for the Devil to appear. Then they closed their eyes and counted. One. Two. Three. Up to thirteen. Eyes opened again. No longer were they looking at their reflection.

	Satan was there, sitting inside the mirror on a throne shaped like a winged serpent, across from the Witches. He had the tan-skinned body of a powerful man, but he did not have a head that matched. Instead, placed upon his shoulders was that of a goat with large, curled ram horns. Fur was black, matching his entire attire, a black toga robe, and leather gladiator sandals. He brought with him an aura of fury that soon permeated the room. And fear was felt that he might just reach through.

	He rested his elbow on his seat and then rested his cheek on his knuckles. He spoke though his mouth did not move. “You beckoned me?”

	“Let’s play a game of ‘Lie Not,’” Rachael invited for this was as much a part of the ritual.

	Regardless that the Devil was summoned to play the game, he always acted as the Host. The rest acted as Participants.

	Each side of this exchange would take turns asking questions. There were no conditions to the questions that could be asked. They could range from something as mundane as ‘what is your favorite animal,’ to those more abstract such as ‘what is the color of sadness,’ to things that were impossible like the precise temperature of the sun at this very moment. 

	Following the question asked by the Host, a truthful answer should be given in response by the Participants. Lying is acceptable but would allow the Host to lie on his turn. As well, a perceived truth, one that a person completely believes to be the truth when it is not, is a lie. And non-answers, such as ‘I don’t know,’ are treated as passes. But be careful declaring ignorance because saying ‘I don’t know’ when one does know is considered a lie. So, it is better to lie instead of pass. But also, be careful with random lies for a truth might accidentally be told.

	It will then be time for the Participants to ask a question. If they gave a truthful answer when they were asked their question, then the Host is obligated to answer truthfully. If a lie was given, then the Host is free to lie. If the question was passed, then the Host is free to lie or tell the truth. If the Host is obligated to tell the truth and is unable because he does not know, he does not get a pass, and instead, he will lie, and the Participants gain one point.

	The game will be won once the Participants gain three points. However, it is their responsibility to keep track of how many points they have. To do so, the Participant should already know the answers to the questions they asked. This is crucial because they must declare their win before another question is answered, otherwise, they lose. Additionally, the game is lost if the game is not ended before sixty-six minutes and six seconds elapses. Losing allows the Host to freely enter beyond the Gateway to do unspeakable things.

	If the Participants win, they are allowed to ask three questions that must be answered truthfully. Those that cannot be answered truthfully are passed but the question is not lost, and another can be asked in its place. As well, no questions will be asked in return. Much could be gained in this game of knowledge at the risk of unleashing a being of unequaled evil.

	Though Satan could not express any emotion with his beastly head, he was pleased. This was his favorite game after all. “Are you certain?”

	The question might have been phrased as if to confirm the beginning of the game, but the fact was that the game had already begun, and this was the first question.

	“Yes,” Rachael answered. “I’m surprised you would start with something so easy. Did you really think I’d be tricked?”

	“No,” Satan answered. “Consider it a kindness. Though, you just gave up your free question. Why would you do such a thing?”

	“Because we will win this game,” Rachael said with certainty. “Though, maybe I should ask you, will we win?”

	“No,” Satan said otherwise. “Though, I am impressed by you. That is quite the gamble you just played. Perhaps this is a show of your talent or just your desperation. Speaks volumes about where your mind is at. Are you happy?”

	…

	“She is,” Emily answered for Rachael as part of the plan. When a personal question was asked about one of them, if there was a pause, then the other would take over. Maybe Rachael did know the correct answer and would have said the same thing, but maybe she would not have and lied to herself. But a true friend would always speak the truth. “Regardless that she might not think she deserves to be happy, and she might not think that she is. She doesn’t dwell on the bad as much as she appreciates the good.”

	Rachael took in a deep breath that visibly inflated her as she absorbed the praise.

	Now it was time for their question, something preplanned with certainty that the Devil would not know, a riddle made up by Emily and never shared or written down in any form. She spoke it.

	Satan was very displeased because he had no correct answer to give and was forced to lie. The Witches earned their supposed second point. But now not another point could be earned by them. So, no more risks could be taken, and no more fun was allowed. For the next half hour, he gave only monotonous questions that no person could answer truthfully. His only goal was to waste time. Emily and Rachael took turns answering and asking questions that they knew would only be answered with a lie as well.

	Then the question came, “When was the last time an amethyst moon appeared on the Winter Solstice?”

	His question was as extraordinarily specific, and honestly, nearly as impossible to answer as the rest. That was because such a moon could only occur when both a blood moon and a blue moon were present. As well, the blue moon could only occur at the very end of the month while the solstice was the twenty-first day of the final month, that is if following modern dating methods. However, the world used to turn differently long ago. Only the eldest of beings would remember how. Though, there was one exception, a remarkable Witch who had met plenty of ancient beings in her life.

	“The year twenty eighteen,” Rachael answered. “To think it would be this easy—”

	“Do not act as if you beat me,” Satan lashed out. “Your self-fulfilling question still may not be worth a point. As for you,” he directed at Emily, “now that I understand your tongue, I will be able to answer any enigma that you may have come up with. Ask your question but do not be surprised that I already have the answer.”

	“We’re aware,” Rachael acknowledged without much concern. “A person can only trick the Devil once. But …” the question she asked was not her own but one shaped from the secret Marcy had used to gain entry into the Bizarre Bazaar. Maybe not shared before, Marcy did divulge it to Emily and Rachael so they would find success in this game.

	Satan sat upright as he listened to the question being presented to him. His body moved slowly to readjust several times in his seat. These subtle things appeared methodical but were, in fact, reactions of his rage. Though he did not know the answer, he did know who the original holder of this secret was. Twice now Marcy tricked him. After a moment of refusing to play the game, he had to and gave an obvious lie.

	“We win,” victory was declared, and by doing so, because the Devil said they would not, he was made a liar for the third time, and the win became true.

	The Witches had survived the game, but more importantly to Rachael, they had obtained three questions that the Devil had to answer truthfully. She began right away, “What method will allow me to save my brother?”

	“Finding salvation.” Regardless that Satan was obligated to give an honest answer, he only spoke in the simplest manner to give as little useful information as possible.

	Rachael thought of the most convoluted way to ask her next question to ensure he said everything that she would need, “How do I open a door to the end of time to find salvation?”

	Satan just barely tilted his head out of curiosity to wonder how she knew what she knew, though, he could not do so for long because he was obligated by the rules of the game. Soon, his thoughts were put aside for him to answer her question, “There are very few doors in this world that lead to where you need to go. Even fewer entities know of them. And even fewer have the means to enter. You are fortunate to be living in this city for there is one here. And you are fortunate to be speaking with me for I am one who knows and can guide you through.

	“You must go to Copper King Hotel during the dead of night, alone. Once you enter the building, look at the concierge. If the one behind the desk is a man that you would describe to be old and young, masculine and feminine, ugly and beautiful, then write your name in the hotel ledger, take a seat, and say nothing as you wait. If they are not, then what you seek will most likely be lost for your only option is to leave and come back sometime after three months.

	“Had he been there and had you been waiting, the time will come, and he will leave the desk to check the halls and rooms. You must follow him. Say nothing. Eventually, you will reach the fourth floor, and on that floor, stop before a door that is much older than the rest, numbered 444. He will open the door, and you are free to enter. On the other side will be a hallway with twelve other doors. One of these will lead to your brother. I cannot say which for even that knowledge is beyond me.”

	One important detail remained that Rachael used her third question to ask, “How do we get back from this world safely?”

	“At the end of the hallway will be a room where a Goddess rests. Approach and plead with these words, ‘I beseech you to redeem me.’ She will wake and place a key on the table along with a knife. Begin removing your fingers, as many as you must until she is satisfied with your offering. The key will be passed, and you are free to leave through the door you used to enter. If you do not do this, if you do not have the key, your soul will be left behind as you make your return.”

	Their three questions were used up meaning the game might as well be over.

	“Congratulations,” Satan callously applauded. “Are you proud to have beaten me?”

	Rachael and Emily knew not to respond or else they would be drawn into another game. Instead, they went forward with bringing the ritual to an end. Together they said, as they bowed respectfully, “Thank you for accepting our request.”

	The malice of Satan could be seen growing as his realm within the mirror became darker. He was not happy to lose. And his mood was made so much worse because of the circumstance. Tricked by Rachael’s paradox. Tricked by Emily’s wit. Tricked by Marcy again. Twice! No one ever tricked him twice. And now they refused to play the game any longer because they had what they needed.

	The solemn façade was lost in the thrall of rage, and he leaped from his seat to reach toward the two Witches. His massive arm extended out from the mirror, the strings lacing between his fingers to hold him back as best they could, but they were pulled and loosened against his berserk action. The barrier created by the salt and circle of candles became visible as the tips of his fingers pushed against the boundary, but it stretched like plastic as he kept reaching forward just enough. He grabbed Rachael by her arm, squeezing tight. She struggled desperately with a pained expression as she was being pulled toward the mirror. Smoke was rising from beneath his fingers. Then his hand snapped open, letting her go, as all the protective measures finally succeeded in repelling him. He was again contained within his realm.

	In a desperate reaction following, Emily picked her chair up and swung it at the mirror, shattering the thing. Having already thanked and bowed, that was the last step in ending the game and their dealing was over.

	Satan sat in the blackness of his world, leaning back defeatedly on his throne. He looked at his hand which was eroded down to the bone.

	Rachael and Emily stepped out of the church with none of the things that they had brought in. Not like any of the objects left behind mattered since the only one of value had already been destroyed. And the scene that they left behind was already nulled by the closing of the Gateway meaning there was no risk to any other that might find the ritual sight. Pretty much they were only guilty of littering. But, after what happened with the Devil, they did not want to stay a moment longer just to clean up. As well, they had an important place to be. There was no time to waste.

	Marcy and Olivia were standing a few steps back from the door and staring intensely at the entrance. They had heard the final moments of whatever was going on inside and readied to enter if needed. Though, doing so was as much a risk since they could interrupt the ritual which would release the Devil. That was why they chose to wait where they were for a bit longer to see what transpired.

	“We’re fine,” Emily assured to ease the worried looks. “The Devil’s just a sore loser.”

	“He jumped at me,” Rachael added. “But the protections held.”

	“… Well,” Marcy quickly moved on. “You’re alive, so you must have gotten what we needed.”

	“We did.”


Chapter 26: Suffering 
or Salvation

	 

	 

	Copper King Hotel was a small marvel of Darkess Noir. The simple planning of the property along with the majestic design of the building created a modern interpretation of ancient architecture. Gods would not protest to staying here, yet it was not in service to only a higher class of people. Any person could stay, and every kind did. The deprived were as welcomed among the halls as the rich. And the rich were not afraid to be among those they might consider homely. For some reason, somehow, this place called out to those that needed a room for a night, a week, or even a lifetime, to rest or to rediscover something once forgotten, lost in the recesses of the mind. At least, that was how many described this place to be. There never was public evidence of anything supernatural.

	Parked in the lot was a car with the engine idling. Emily sat as the driver with Rachael sitting passenger while Marcy and Olivia were in the backseats. The heater filled the space with warmth and a hum.

	“This is it,” Emily said with a certainty that would make true her words.

	“This is it?” Rachael repeated with great doubt. “We’ll see.” Too much kept getting in the way to trust there would not be yet another obstacle.

	“I believe it is,” Olivia added her own positivity, and pleaded, “So, bring Andy back.”

	Rachael sighed away her pessimism, then raised her arm over her shoulder to reach slightly into the back and held out her upturned hand. Olivia hooked her fingers with Rachael’s and the two squeezed as a reassuring gesture.

	“I will,” Rachael declared without any reservations this time.

	“We’ll be waiting for you right here,” Marcy offered a final comfort and promise.

	Rachael nodded with deep sadness. Afraid to let her feelings be recognized, worried that they might cause the others to try dissuading her from going, she stepped out of the car. None of them attempted to join her nor protested against her going alone because they knew she had to do this on her own. There was no turning back, and she began toward the building.

	Inside the establishment was warm in many ways. For one, this place offered an escape from the night’s chill. As well, the atmosphere permeated with positivity. In the center was a small respite with black, leather couches and chairs surrounding a handcrafted coffee table which offered a comfortable place to wait. Blood red, ochre, and amber-colored squares of varying sizes patterned the carpeting. The walls were an off-white colored marble, the hue an almost orange peach. Hanging from the ceiling was a chandelier providing an orange illumination. The tones made the very air appear copper.

	Rachael’s immediate action when she entered was to look and see who manned the front desk. To her relief and surprise, the concierge was as described, old and young, masculine and feminine, ugly and beautiful. How that translated into a person was uncanny. She stepped up to the desk, getting an even closer look only to be left further uncertain, and signed her name in the open ledger. Now all she had to and could do was wait which she did in the provided area.

	No more than five minutes passed when the concierge looked at a clock hanging on the wall and then stepped out from behind the desk. Rachael was surprised but glad that he had done so so soon. She expected to be sitting for hours. Instead, she was already up and following behind.

	Down one hall and then down another. Up a flight of stairs and up another. Rachael had stayed a short distance back the entire time and tried her best to be incognito because she did not know if she needed to be. She might as well, just in case. Though, a few passing guests noticed her skulking. Eventually, she and the man reached the fourth floor.

	From room to room, those unoccupied were checked until the concierge soon found himself standing before ‘door’ 444. But it was not really a door. Many would most likely not see it as such, instead only consider it to be remarkable décor. Two large slabs of grey marble stood side by side. On the surface of one was the torso of an angelic figure emerging forth from within, arm rising upward. On the other was another angel appearing to be sinking in, arms at its sides, hands already submerged within the stone. The seam between the two pieces was what gave away that this was, in fact, an entrance to something far greater than a simple room. This was it.

	Yet, the concierge did nothing. That was when he called in a soft speech, “Are you going to wait back there all night? Or do you not wish to enter?” Clearly, he had been aware of her the entire time.

	That made Rachael feel a little foolish, but she shook the feeling and quickly approached. As she was making her way down the hall, the concierge slid a key into the lock and turned with a kerchunk that seemed to echo throughout the whole hotel. The door was unlocked, and one slab swung back on its own. On the other side was nothing but blackness so pure that it appeared to be oil.

	Rachael stood before the hollow Gateway not knowing what was to come but completely ready. She took a step forward, but her foot never planted down. Instead, she instantaneously found herself at the end of a grand hall. Her first response was to look back for reassurance that that was where she had come from. What she found behind her was the Gateway that now encompassed the entirety of that side. Now having the answer, her focus returned forward to the rest of the hall, seeing six white doors on each side. No doubt one would lead to Andy. Yet, she understood that they had to wait. What came first was meeting the requirement.

	Rachael began walking down the white marble that pathed the way to a massive arch and opened into a great whiteness. She looked up to the high ceiling as she made her stride. Overhead held beautiful depictions of fury. At the beginning of the hall, men fought and killed one another. By the end, all surrendered themselves to their angry Gods.

	Beyond the archway was a vacuum of white that went on in every direction forever. There was not even ground, though, stepping found footing. All to be discovered within this null was the entrance, three tall windows placed opposite the entrance, as well as two velvet sofas placed between the apertures, and a table placed between the pieces of furniture.

	There sat the Goddess on the seat furthest away. Her head slightly hung, and her shoulders were slumped. Eyes were shut and chest slowly rose and fell. She was very much asleep.

	She was, or perhaps took the form of, a beautiful, older woman. There was rosiness to her cheeks, a paleness to the rest of her complexion, two defined lines on both sides of her face that gave maturity, and her pitch-black hair was short with thick locks. She dressed in a fine, fluffy gown that gave curves to her thin frame.

	Rachael had approached and was standing beside the table, taking in the presence of the omnipotent being and feeling comfortable. This individual in no way seemed to be a God. There was no cruelty about her. And her greatness felt contained. Not a shred of fear was felt when declaring the words, “I beseech you to redeem me.”

	The Goddess opened her eyes slowly as if waking from a pleasant dream. Then she turned her head slowly as curiosity crossed her expression. She asked, “Have we met?”

	Rachael paused for a moment to think. She could not say for certain because she had interacted with many gods who had taken on many forms. So, she answered honestly, “Not that I know of.”

	“We have,” the Goddess contradicted. “Many, many times. My apologies for not being certain it was you. I’m happy to meet like this again. Very few ever visit. But I’m glad to have your company every now and then. Oh.” She shook grogginess from her head. “Sorry. You were speaking. I didn’t quite catch what you just said before I went on. I’m still half asleep after all.”

	“I …” Rachael wondered if she should change her answer but chose to remain honest, “don’t remember meeting you.”

	“You never do,” the Goddess proclaimed. “But that doesn’t dishearten me in the least. You’re only mortal after all. I still always enjoy our time together, regardless. Please, take a seat,” a hand offered the opposite couch as the place to sit.

	Rachael took cautious steps over to the couch and planted herself down on the smooth velvet. Now, face to face with the Goddess, she wondered what words would be exchanged and prepared to ask the first thing that came to mind, ‘how many times they had met.’

	Having met so many times, the Goddess answered the question that must have been asked many times without the question needing to be asked anymore, “We have met an indefinite number of times. Certainly, our conversations tend to overlap. But there is always something new to discuss. It really depends on how I lead these conversations.”

	“So, you know why I’m here?” Rachael assumed.

	“To save your brother,” the Goddess was aware. “And knowing that, I also know these conversations can only last a few minutes at a time. You can’t wait around for too long to entertain me. And I’d never want to keep you from what’s important.”

	“That means you know what the outcome will be,” Rachael pressed.

	“Yes,” the Goddess admitted to an extent. “Well, within an approximation. There are always two outcomes. Though, I chose to forget which you are destined for this time. Holding that knowledge was too much of a burden even for one like me.”

	“Two?” Rachael said under her breath. She only ever thought that there was one way this would end if she was able to get this far. But two meant success or failure.

	“Are you alright?” the Goddess concerned.

	Rachael nodded with determination. “Regardless, I’ll see this through.”

	“There is always turning back,” the Goddess presented. “Take the key and simply go home to your world.”

	“I would never do that,” Rachael remained steadfast. “And you must already be aware. That’s why you said there were only two options. Not three. Or four. You’ve seen me do this so many times and that never changed.”

	“Then break the cycle,” the Goddess encouraged. “Be the first.”

	“Never,” Rachael rejected. “Not when that would have me abandon my brother just to save myself.”

	The Goddess smiled. “I do enjoy getting to see you. And it seems that won’t change anytime soon. You are far from any common mortal whose existence between realities and realms wavers so easily. All of you align so well that I wonder if there is a day you transcend to be a being like me. It is time to send you on your way.”

	The Goddess placed her hand on the table and slid it across the surface. A knife materialized from beneath. Simple in design, the only outstanding details were a curved golden hilt, a single-edged silver blade, and being a larger-than-expected size. With one finger making the slightest push on the back of the blade, the knife spun so that the hilt faced Rachael, then it was pushed over to her.

	Rachael slowly reached out. Fingers curled around the golden base that felt cold and clingy. And when she picked the knife up, it felt weightless in her hand. She swallowed anxiously at what needed to be done.

	“The blade is so sharp you will find no resistance when you cut,” the Goddess assured before revealing the tradeoff, “You will not even bleed. But there will be pain. Greater pain than you would suffer if you did this elsewhere for it is part of the price you must pay.”

	“How many?” Rachael asked for the finger count.

	“I cannot say,” the Goddess offered no answer.

	So, Rachael began. Her hand was placed flat on the tabletop with fingers spread apart. She squeezed the knife tightly as she considered which to cut. She chose the obvious, the pinky. The blade hung just above her knuckle. She wondered what the pain would be like. Unfortunately, there was no true way of preparing for what she might feel. She had been hurt plenty of times, but never severely. Her only comparison was a head injury that she barely remembered. Fear was swallowed. She considered a countdown. That only caused her to draw the blade back which would only make this more difficult. Then she just stabbed.

	The knife stuck into the table and her finger was separated from her hand. The pain was beyond anything any person would have felt in their life. The initial feeling could only be described as needles being pushed their full length into the opening, one after another, pushing those already inside her hand even deeper. The agony crept quickly and was already at her wrist and beginning up her arm. It was something so unbearable, her instinct was to lop off her entire hand to stop the pain from continuing, to literally destroy herself further in hopes of ending her suffering.

	Instead, she stabbed again removing her ring finger. There was thought that the pain, or adrenaline, or the shock from the first dismemberment would conceal the second. The pain was intensified by twice as much and spiked up her entire forearm. Her instant reaction was to vomit, and she could not hold it back. Bile was spewed on the floor, between her legs. Her next instinct was to cut her arm off at the elbow. But this one she resisted. Desperately, she looked to the Goddess hoping that was enough.

	The Goddess merely stared at the display with a passive expression.

	Another was needed. But Rachael could not cut another finger from the same hand. The pain was already at her shoulder. She could only imagine it reaching her brain. The thought alone made her want to drive the knife into her eye.

	The madness of her desperation came up with an extreme idea. She placed the knife down, balanced on the back end so the edge faced upward. All fingers were held over the blade, ready to be surrendered in a single motion. She did not know how many more needed to be given nor how many she could give until her own body succeeded in self-destructive ideations, but she would rather give as many as she could, as quickly as possible. Hopefully, six would be enough. Even if that was more than what was required, it would be better than finding out the slow way.

	Hand raised. There was a moment of hesitation just like before. She acted against the feeling by slapping down sooner than intended. That made her aim off. Her pinky missed and, in her attempt to correct her swing, the tip of her finger struck the bottom of the blade causing the knife to begin falling over from its position. Now everything was going wrong. She tried to pull her arm back. That was when pain traced up her hand. Fingers squeezed tightly as she closed her eyes and made one sharp shriek in agony.

	There was comfort in the darkness behind her lids, but she knew she needed to look. And what she found when she did was blood on her hands and a cut above the knuckle of her ring finger. When she opened her hand, the finger fell from its place, dangling from a few strands of muscle and skin. It had only been partially cut, but it was already ready to be tributed to the Goddess. It just needed to be cut the rest of the way off.

	She began reaching for the knife. Hell no! She did not want that thing close unless absolutely necessary, and she pushed it away instead. Then she took this into her own hands. She bit her dangling finger and began to pull. There was pain but a kind that she smiled at. It was so mild to what the knife inflicted that it was practically a tickle. She was laughing as the muscle and skin stretched, tore, and snapped. Her hand fell limply into her lap as she exhaustedly held the finger with her lips. After a heavy breath, she spat it out on the table.

	“That is enough,” the Goddess accepted the tribute. She placed her hand on the table, drew her arm back having a key materialize beneath, and then moved her arm forward again to push the object across the table.

	“Thank … you,” Rachael exhaustedly expressed her appreciation. She slowly reached over and picked up the key. Then she stood with the same sluggishness and returned to the hall of doors.


Chapter 27: Death Stroke

	 

	 

	 

	Tonight was quiet and lonely, which seemed strange. Being at the Copper King Hotel, there should have been more people. Even so late, with many now going to sleep, there should have at least been more cars parked to indicate that there were others. Yet, there was only one to be found. But not a complaint would be heard from the three still sitting inside it.

	So tired. So done with everything. Emily lifted her head all the way back as she yawned. And her body leaned backward so much that she began to slide down her seat. Both hands wiped tired tears from both eyes. Then she shifted and rested a little on her side as she drew in her body to be as small as possible. But after all that, she did not feel the need to shut her eyes. Her tiredness was just gone.

	Marcy was as much thru with the night. She leaned forward, resting her head on the back of the seat in front of her. Hands were tucked between her legs as she intertwined and unlinked her fingers again and again as a distraction.

	Olivia had unbuckled her seatbelt and was sitting with her back against the door. She had pulled her knees up to her chest with her arms wrapped around her legs. Her head was turned to look out the front window at nothing but the scenery.

	The silence felt strange in many ways but was very welcomed after so much noise, so much action, so much. They did not want to risk breaking this moment apart by making any conversation. And the radio was left off for fear that any music or talk show might change the atmosphere. They just wanted to rest and to finally reach the end of this. But not like there was much for them to do anymore from here on. They were only able to offer their hope as they waited for Rachael and Andy to return.

	Emily sat back up and inhaled deeply as she stretched out her arms. After they dropped into her lap once relaxed, she let her eyes aimlessly wander and they looked upon one of the side mirrors. Paranoia rose. In the reflection, she could see a shadowy shape behind the car at a distance away.

	Plenty had happened to cause the irrational thought that she would have rather avoided. There was an attempt at dismissing the feeling by making up reasons. The thing was unmoving and might have been there the entire time. Only now, in her state of exhaustion, did she notice it. It definitely was not a person but an object like a garbage bin or bush. Yet, there was also this sense of unease as if eyes were looking upon the vehicle. The hairs on the back of her neck were standing.

	Enough was enough. Emily needed the certainty that she was crazy and not actually in danger. She got out of the car and stared at the figure to make out any details that would let her know what was there. But whatever it was remained unidentifiable.

	Marcy became concerned when Emily got out of the car, and she quickly did the same. However, unlike Emily, Marcy could see through the veil of darkness and was able to determine what the figure truly was. The unease made sense now knowing that there really was a man standing there watching them. Yet, he was not familiar in any way.

	Olivia soon joined the two to stare with uncertainty just the same.

	All three women being out of the car was the cue for this man to start walking up to them. His determined stride was casual with his hands tucked into the pockets of his coat that swayed with each step. He stopped approaching at still a distance away but was now near enough that the ambient light of the hotel and parking lot lamps made him visible.

	But again, even being close to where they could all see him, he was not recognized. He was just a seemingly average man. However, he was wearing something that did catch their notice, and that was the outfit of a Witch Hunter. He also carried a rifle clearly expressing his intent.

	A chilling wind blew, and Marcy could not help noticing a scent in the air that drifted toward her. From the man, there was purity mixing with his natural aroma. It was not that of rain like the detective but more like salt. There was only one she knew that smelled that way. But he was supposed to be gone. She and the rest saw him get pulled into the Gateway only hours ago. As well, this man standing here did not have the same natural aroma as the other. They were not the same person in a different form or of a different age, nor were they in any way related. But that made the shared scent of purity more confusing.

	Then he spoke in such a familiar demeanor that both Emily and Olivia recognized, even if not with a familiar voice, “The three of you are here. And your redheaded ally has gone into the building. That means there should be no more surprises from here on.”

	“It’s him,” Emily declared outright.

	“I think so, too,” Olivia voiced in agreement.

	“That makes all three of us,” Marcy included herself.

	“A new body?” Emily immediately began to seek out a possibility to how and why.

	“Even if he could do that,” Marcy refuted, “every last bit of him was pulled into the gate. That includes his soul seeing as we didn’t actually kill him.”

	“I am who you’re thinking I am,” Shaw assured. “There is no need to speculate otherwise. In fact, there is no need to speculate at all. That would be a waste of time. You should be more concerned with your lives. We have unfinished business after all.”

	“There’s three of us while you’re alone,” Emily reminded.

	“You act like I should care,” Shaw found no threat in her words. “If you killed the others or they retreated, then they were useless anyways. Now, nothing’s holding me back.”

	His words hung in the air for a moment. The split-second that lapsed felt more like several.

	The rifle was aimed from the hip in such a rapid motion. Emily raised her hand to defend herself reactively. However, she was not the target. Reading the angle of Shaw’s hold could tell that Olivia was who he would shoot. She did not pose much of a threat unlike the other two, but she would get in the way if not taken out. As well, she would be the easiest to take out and such a loss would be damaging. Or there was another advantage to gain instead …

	Marcy understood the Hunter’s intention right away, and with great speed, placed herself in front of Olivia. The shot rang out. Marcy took the bullet to the chest as she used her body as a shield. A spiderweb of pain spread through her veins from where she had been hit, searing like flames. The bullet must have been silver and blessed and imbued with other enchantments meant to harm those Fabled and Altered. Scorched lungs struggled to breathe, and the radiating pain slowed her movements. Even so, the wound would not be enough to kill her, her flesh already spitting out the slug. The real issue with his attack was that she would not be able to go on the offensive.

	Another round was chambered as the rifle was raised to aim down the sights at Emily. She had been distracted by the first shot and was looking back, out the corner of her eye, at the others. The trigger was pulled. She responded quickly enough since she had already raised her hands when she thought the first bullet was intended for her. “Eldish” blinked into existence as fast as the bullet traveled. The timing was so synced to where the bullet was not blocked but trapped within the barrier. This could have been immense luck. Yet, another pull of the trigger hit the exact spot where the bullet was. The weakened integrity of an incomplete barrier caused it to shatter. Pieces flew back at Emily, cutting her hands and face before they faded.

	A fourth round was chambered. Marcy knew what was coming and rushed to Emily who was staggered. Reaching just in time, the bullet tore into Marcy’s shoulder instead of into Emily.

	But Shaw was reloading again without delay with intent to fire at the now exposed Olivia. There was no getting back to her. However, Olivia was not helpless. She had already started taking action when she was left by herself, drawing an acorn from a woven sack. She threw it, infused with the “Potrus” spell before she became the target and found herself staring down the barrel again.

	Shaw could shoot her dead, but not without consequence. There was no doubt the spell of hers would ensnare him if not dealt with. Then he would be left vulnerable to the other two. So, he shifted his aim and shot the seed instead.

	The roots had only begun to spring forth before the whole thing blew apart. Still, they grew and reached for their target as they passed in a scatter around Shaw. One entangling arm caught him by the throat. He swiftly drew his knife to slice it before it did anything. But another then grabbed a hold of the end of his gun. He did not lose his grip, but the rifle was pulled wide.

	Marcy took the opening to charge. Shaw realized he had no time to resecure his weapon and discarded it, then he made a fist and swung a haymaker. She ducked beneath his punch. His other hand, already armed with the knife, had been brought close to his stomach and he stabbed up from a low angle at her face. Injuries to the spine could always be repaired because they were not instant deaths. But there was no recovery from being stabbed in the brain.

	“Al Tes,” was cast by Emily on Marcy to drag her backward. But Shaw took a lunging step forward to grab Marcy by her hair and pull her face into the knife that he continued to thrust forward. Unlike before, she had room to react, grabbing hold of his wrist and pushing his arm to move the knife away. It was enough to save her life but not avoid injury. The edge cut across her eye, slicing open the entire side of her head. 

	Now, she went on the offensive as her other arm drove forward to rip out his guts in return. He brought his knee up, striking her hand to disable her attack. Then he yanked her head to the side, throwing her to the ground. Because she did not let go of his wrist when she should have, he used the strength of her pulling him to slam his knee into her stomach and drive the knife down toward her head. She held him off with both hands as he used both of his to press hard. Then he simply let go and pulled away as he stood to his feet. The knife dropped into her other eye blinding her. At the same time, he had perfectly dodged “Rikest” as the bolt of lightning split the space between the two of them.

	In a smooth motion, Shaw swept his arm down his side and back up. A knife had been drawn and thrown. Emily cast “Eldish” to protect herself when she should have just tried to dodge because the barrier worked to obstruct her own ability to cast further spells. In that time, Shaw sprinted across the distance. Marcy had healed and attempted to stop him, but her momentary blindness had her one step behind. Olivia tried as well to keep him at bay by casting another “Potrus.” Her magic was too predictable, and he weaved around the roots. He was right in front of Emily just before she could have defended herself. An acorn hit the ground right beside them. Seemed pointless since the growth of the roots would be too slow. Then, kaboom!

	Everybody was shocked. Especially Shaw and Emily who were caught up in the blast and thrown to the ground. But none were more shocked than Olivia who had cast the spell, “Chrocs.” After the failure of her last Potrus, she knew she needed magic with a more powerful reaction. Rikest, Lalqus, and Chrocs came to mind because she had heard them used several times and witnessed their impactful ability. But she had little trust in a source that she had no affinity for. She tried to think which would work best with what she did have. Lightning and wind might have come from nature but neither made sense with what was essentially wood and plant magic. But fire on the other hand fed off her affinity. At least that was what she rationalized before infusing the spell into the acorn. Now, however, she felt some regret for what she had done.

	Emily crawled to her feet, arms shaking from the shell shock. Her vision faded in and out. When she could see, the terrible burns on one of her arms stood out so clearly. And the same side of her face felt hot and blistered. But she knew she was alive which was more than she would have been had the explosion not happened. Though, she would not be getting up from her position anytime soon.

	Marcy, who was only steps behind Shaw, and who had been just far enough away not to be affected by the explosion, moved quickly on him the moment he hit the ground. There was no time for him to recover and defend himself. She sat on his stomach to keep him from even attempting to move away. Then she punched him in the face with enough force to burst open the top of his head with an eruption of blood and brain matter.

	Relief filled her as she stood up and over him. Then her eyes wandered down. What she saw returned every worry.

	The explosion had shredded his coat leaving his chest exposed. There, embedded through his heart, was a metal spike made of silver, twined with decorative thorny vines. Marcy had seen it before. Back at the warehouse, as Shaw desperately clung to the doorframe, his final action was throwing this. It was not a weapon as she suspected it to be. It was his Stigmata, that which possessed his soul, and therefore, allowed him to possess anybody that was pierced by it. That also meant the body being alive did not matter in the least.

	Shaw grabbed Marcy by both her ankles and pulled them forward causing her to fall back. He lifted his legs and wrapped them around her neck. Her head was slammed into the ground hard which would have knocked anyone unconscious if they were not killed. With a swift jerk of his whole body, several loud pops were heard as her spine was broken in many places. That would keep her out of commission long enough for him to complete the mission.

	Shaw rolled to now be the one on top. A new knife was drawn and at the ready. But he was blind. He used his free hand to find exactly where her face was, turning her head slightly to the side so he could drive the tip into her temple.

	“Potrus!”

	Shaw reactively rolled off the top of Marcy before he had the chance to end her. That was fine since he knew the chance would come again. He had at the very least two minutes before she woke and regenerated herself. All he had to do was kill the other two so they would not get in the way anymore. That would be easy, even with only his hearing and magic detection to find them. One was still a novice and the other was badly injured.

	He got to his feet and stood very still as he focused to pinpoint the other Witches. “Potrus” was cast again, and he easily sidestepped the spell as the growth of roots was loud enough to determine the exact trajectory. He could charge her. But he could tell there was another that was closer as he heard her struggling on the ground and breathing heavily. The truth was, of all the Witches, he wanted to kill her the most. So, he waited for his chance. When “Potrus” was cast, he dodged and darted directly at Emily’s position.

	“Rikest,” Emily cast with what little strength she had left. She hoped it would be enough to stop the berserk Witch Hunter.

	Shaw held his unarmed hand forward into the lightning. Flesh, muscle, and bone ripped apart, but at the cost of the appendage, the damage was averted, and he was not slowed. In a bound, he was right over her. The knife was thrust with deadly purpose.


Chapter 28: Lost Girl

	 

	 

	 

	Encircled by Witch Hunters. The ringing of bells. The words of banishment. Restricting chains. Emily’s shame.

	Ligaya could do nothing as the blinding light tore her apart and dragged her pieces back into the void. The hands of darkness held tightly with no intention of ever letting go again.

	With nothing other than a scattered mind left, Ligaya drifted through her memories.

	 

	 

	 

	The year-round warmth was made hot and sweltering by the humidity from the abundant rains so common in the Philippines. Plants grew vibrant, mainly a luscious green with various flowers and fauna adding color here and there. Birds and bugs filled the rainforest with their chirps and chitters.

	Young Ligaya had come to a stop in the middle of the dirt road as she looked up at the rising sun barely peeking over the canopies ahead. Such illumination of the world brought wonder and awe to what kind of God could make this much beauty. Then a smack to the back of her head returned her to this mortal plain.

	“Bilisan mo,” her mother demanded there be no stopping.

	Ligaya tucked her head low to only stare at the ground as she obediently followed behind. They still had a few more miles to walk before they reached the town of Pag-asa and there was no time to dawdle. Ironic to name a place ‘hope’ when life was only poverty and strife.

	They reached their destination within an hour and converged toward the market on the main street. Many others like Ligaya and her mother were already set up in the area. Those earliest always claimed the best spots. Never the earliest, never the latest, the two located a spot somewhere in the middle to the back. A blanket was laid out and their goods were placed on top which consisted mostly of sugar cane. Rice, beans, and chicken were often bartered throughout the day with very little exchange of money. These were how most days were spent, sitting and squatting for hours.

	When the evening began with the setting of the sun, things were packed up, and they began to walk all those miles again to get back home. Night had fallen by the time they return. The long journey was tiring. Ligaya went straight to her room to prepare for the next day to come which would be more or less the same.

	Like most every night, the terrible man came to her room.

	In the morning, Ligaya packed for the walk to town like she always did without saying a word about what happened to her. She never spoke of what happened. And her mother never asked either, not seeming the least bit concerned about the terrible possibilities. Though, her mother had long since become callous to the difficulties of this life as her way to survive. Perhaps she was very aware of what was happening to her daughter but did not care. Or perhaps she was too afraid to acknowledge the truth knowing that there would be consequences for doing so. The man was important to their meager way of life as he tended their small farm. They might not have been able to survive without him. Either way, she was complicit. So, this would continue again and again.

	Seasons changed from hot to hot and rainy. Heading into town remained a necessity but was not always a possibility as monsoons swept through the island this time of the year. Nature’s wrath made the walk far more difficult as roads were turned to mud, and selling was likely less lucrative since few people would be buying during a downpour.

	The sky still dark but the sun soon to rise, Ligaya’s mother stood outside and checked the weather. Blackening clouds warned of a possible storm coming. Though, they were distant, and the wind blew the opposite way. That was enough for her to be willing to take the chance and go into town. If the rain came, then it came. She would rather get stuck there instead of missing a day of selling as poverty nipped at her heels. Bags were packed, and the two walked the miles.

	By the time they reached the town, Ligaya’s mother already realized her misjudgment. The clouds might not have moved toward the home, but they did move to this area. There was no sun to draw people from their homes as a bleak shadow blanketed the day. And soon, rain would begin to fall.

	Regardless, some fortune remained even with the setback. Others who would have come to sell did not show up on this day. That meant at least a little business was guaranteed with the little competition there was. Ligaya and her mother set up shop against a building, beneath a sunshade, and behind the cover of a parked wagon to protect them when the weather shifted.

	It did not take long for a monsoon to hit the area. The rain poured down in buckets as the wind ripped. Some exchanges were still made, but for the most part, they sat quietly as the world droned chaotically with the force of nature.

	“Ligaya,” her mother called.

	Ligaya only realized then that she had been listlessly dreaming. Her mind returned and she quickly looked around to catch up with what was going on. She said, “Po?” to her mother before looking at another woman who must have been buying.

	“Ibigay mo yung tubo,” Ligaya’s mother instructed.

	“Opo,” Ligaya acknowledged and got to her feet, gathering the purchased bundle of sugarcane.

	The woman, with an umbrella in hand only intended for her use, began to walk. Ligaya stepped in line behind with nothing to protect her from the squall. She was soaked and chilling to the bone by the time they reached the house. At least it was not so far. The cane was given over, and she began to run back quickly to find shelter where she could dry off.

	Feet splashed in the many mud puddles as she hurried. The road was practically a puddle itself as water covered most of the surface. Heavy drops scattered the sheet and rushing streams further distorted the ground. The rain was also blinding and covering her head with her arms and hands tightened her vision even more. Ligaya could not see where she was actually stepping. That was when her foot went forward but found no landing. Her whole body began to fall straight down into an open hole.

	By instinct, Ligaya reached her hands and caught the edge before plummeting to her demise. Her heart beat fast with relief to still be alive. Alive? she wondered.

	She did not drag herself out to safety as thoughts of her life slowly crushed down. The poverty. The neglect. The abuse. This was just an endless cycle that had no escape insight. It would just keep going and going, and she would only fulfill the need for survival and not actually be able to live. She was not truly alive at all. This was just hell that she had accepted and become numb to, believing there was no way out. Now, she hung over her escape from this terrible world. All it would cost was her life, a life that she did not even truly want; she realized now. And not like anybody would honestly care if she just disappeared. So, she let go to be enveloped by blackness.

	 

	 

	 

	That was the first time Ligaya enter this void. She had drifted for so long. Years might have passed. No. There was no might about it. Many years did go by. And they could have gone on forever into eternity until time ceased. But …

	 

	 

	 

	There was a garble of words that made no sense, yet they called to Ligaya, and she listened. However, her attempts to determine them failed. Whatever was being said just sounded like gibberish. They were from a language that she did not know. But then there was one that opened her eyes.

	Aswang stuck out to her. With the word spoken, she could understand more and more with the repeat of it. Aswang … …. vampiric witch …. ……… . Aswang …. pointed …… teeth … bat wings … Aswang … Aswang … The thing about Aswangs is, the more you say Aswang, hell, the more you just think Aswang, the more you call an Aswang to you.

	The world of darkness that had long since surrounded Ligaya was disrupted by a soft orange glow. She peered into the distance seeing movement and hearing more words being spoken. They drew her closer, though, she stayed just outside the ring of light created by a large number of candles. There, she found a chair that she curled up on and began to watch five youths her age playing a scary game of telling ghost stories.

	How they found joy in their anxieties made Ligaya jealous. How badly she wanted to play with them. But more so, she was sad because she never was able to play as they did when she was … alive. That was when she realized she was dead. For how long, she did not know. This world, as she looked around the room, was foreign to everything she knew.

	The darkness seemed to beckon her into the void that she had just left. Shadows like wraith’s hands reached, lightly grasping, softly pulling.

	Ligaya shook her head to rid away her sorrows, and the force released her. Dead or not, she was here now somehow. Maybe she was an Aswang conjured up by their game. That did not matter. She wanted to have fun, so why not be a part of this experience? Give them something that would truly scare them. Just a little joke that would make herself smile. She just needed the opportunity.

	A few more stories were told when the chance came. One of the girls, a redhead, needed to use the bathroom and left the safety of the group. So, Ligaya came up with a story to tell. She was certain it would cause a fright.

	However, Ligaya was nervous to commit. She had somehow picked up the language without explanation but worried she would fumble over these new words. She was also a ghost and did not know if they would even be able to see her. And she worried just to worry because she barely talked to anybody before. But she needed to do this for herself and before the other girl returned. Without any more hesitation, right after two candles were blown out, she approached the circle of light. All heads turned toward her with perplexed expressions.

	“What?” Ligaya asked.

	“Why are you standing over there?” the tall girl asked having mistaken Ligaya for the redhead.

	“Oh.” Ligaya smiled, not having expected this but took advantage. “My story will be more impactful this way.”

	“We did skip around a bit,” one of the guys brought up, “but I guess it is your turn.”

	Ligaya …

	 

	“A group of friends was sitting around some candles when one of them wandered off to use the bathroom. A few more stories were told between those that still remained. Eventually, the other friend returned to tell her own story. The thing is, as she told the story, she stayed just far enough in the shadows that nobody could actually see her. They stared curiously wondering where this was going. Then—”

	 

	 

	As she brought her story to the most dramatic moment, the toilet was heard flushing. 

	Feet stomped quickly and the redhead emerged out of the shadows in a sprint, rejoining her friends in the circle of light. She claimed loudly, “No monsters got me.” All attention was drawn to her.

	Then they all looked back to who they thought was the redhead. Ligaya smiled wide and began to laugh loudly at the looks on their faces. She was so happy that she stumbled backward into the dark and fell on her butt. Screams filled the house, and the lights were quickly turned on. They looked around the room and searched the house, but though Ligaya never left, they could not find her, not able to see her anymore. At least, for now.

	 

	 

	 

	That was the first time Ligaya met the five of them. And from then on, she grew closer to the few that could see her and wanted to know her. As well, she spent a lot of time discovering the two sides of this new world, the Living Realm that was so far changed, and the Dead Realms that she had now become a part of. Yet, she never separated herself long from the group. She did question why that was. Did she bind herself to them as they were the first people to acknowledge her? Or was she merely bound to them by that game they played? Either way …

	 

	 

	 

	Ligaya had wandered through the streets of Darkess Noir. She wandered through the parks. She wandered through the forests in the area. She needed to. To travel. To go. Just like she did back in the Philippines. Clearly, those long walks to town had made their impression on her soul. Moving from here to there seemed to be her way of remedying any pressing emotions that came up. Yet, unlike those lonely days when there was nobody there to listen to her, she found that others followed after so they could get the chance to offer their ears.

	Emily and Marcy stood a short distance away after having finally found Ligaya following her disappearance some hours ago.

	Emily spoke, acting as an advocate, “Stop worrying about Rachael.”

	“I promise you,” Ligaya emphasized, “I’m not worried about her even a little.”

	“Well, don’t be mad at her either,” Emily asked.

	Ligaya did not immediately retort, proving she was mad. Then she became dismissive, “Whatever. She hates me. Not everybody has to like me.”

	“She doesn’t hate you,” Emily defended against the idea.

	“Being cleansed is annoying,” Ligaya begged to differ with her remark.

	There was no arguing against the matter which, though was not hateful, did come from a place of distrust. Instead of making excuses, Emily acted supportive from her neutral position, “I’m sorry. I’m trying to accommodate both of your feelings, but this must be harder on you. Just know that as long as you’re bound to even one of us, you’ll always be able to return. And Marcy and I aren’t ever giving up our connection.”

	 

	 

	 

	That connection existed even now in this void. What was like five threads of light attached to Ligaya’s heart. Through them, she could sense something beyond this blackness. There was danger. Gunfire. Shield shattering. An explosion. Skin scorched. Head cracked and neck snapped. A knife thrust with deadly purpose. Someone cherished was about to die. Eyes opened.

	 

	 

	 

	Shaw drove the blade down at Emily with no one to stop him. Or so he thought. Hands appeared and gripped his bicep and forearm, holding his attack back. The tip of the knife was no more than a hair away from being embedded into the Witch’s skull.

	He did not know what happened, or who was there. They were not the novice or even the redhead because this person was too strong. And they could not be the Apostate because she should still be unconscious.

	Emily knew who. Tears began to well in her eyes at the sight of Ligaya as her form fully materialized.

	This interloper did not matter. Shaw was so close, and he would not lose the chance. He let his rage empower him and pushed the knife slowly forward. Ligaya found herself struggling to keep control of him. Something needed to be done or else he would escape from her hold and kill.

	Emily readied to move through the pain that was keeping her there. But, now so close to him, she noticed the Stigmata in his chest and understood what it was. Maybe she could get away before he broke loose. But that would only prolong her life by minutes at best. He would still be a threat wanting her dead. His life had to end now.

	Emily grabbed hold of the metal spike and pulled with what strength she still had. Shaw recognized his vulnerability was being threatened which drove his strength higher. Ligaya held even harder, but her grip was slipping. Olivia rushed over intending to help Emily get away but saw what she was doing and began to pull out the spike, as well, without question. The metal was fixed tightly into his flesh by the thorns that also stabbed Emily’s and Olivia’s hands, embedding deeper into their palms the tighter they squeezed. But they never let up. Only centimeters of length were loosening by the seconds.

	Shaw was overpowering Ligaya faster than the Stigmata could be removed. But he broke free even sooner by throwing his arm back causing her to stumble. He then swung forward to yank out of her grip as he brought the knife down again on both those in front of him.

	A hand anchored into his shoulder with sharp claws, slowing his plunge enough for Ligaya to lunge forward and grab hold again, locking his arm down. Marcy stood on the other side of Shaw, furious. Her free hand reached around him as she, too, took hold of the spike and began to pull. It ripped out from his chest. The forced separation from the host created a blast of pressure that caused the women to stagger, stumble, and fall backward. Shaw’s body dropped limp immediately. And the spike was thrown into the air.


Chapter 29: What We Sow

	 

	 

	 

	Emily laid on her back after being knocked down by the immense release of magic. She was left staring upward, seeing the night sky in all its glory. Stars glimmered like diamonds in the blackness above. But there was another shining piece of silver that caught her attention more than the rest.

	The Stigmata fell from the sky, landing back in the parking lot a distance from where it had been launched from. Clank! sounded the metal against the concrete. The noise made the four women snap their attention in that direction. They watched the Stigmata bounce and clack again before settling and rolling away. Marcy began to give chase only to stop after having taken just a few steps. That was because the Stigmata was brought to a final stop by a booted foot.

	The Witches stared with worried expressions at the three Witch Hunters standing there, geared with guns.

	Jeremiah reached down to pick up the Stigmata which he then looked over intently. It would be as simple as thrusting the tip into his heart to bring Shaw back once more. Instead, Jeremiah pulled out a symbol-covered, lacquered, wooden box that he held in his other hand. The top was slid open, and the Stigmata was put inside, sealing it away. A final look at the Witches acknowledged the truce they had made back at the warehouse. Then the Witch Hunters turned away and disappeared into the night. They would be gone from Darkess Noir for now.

	A mix of relief and concern was felt with the departure of the Witch Hunters. For the time being, the threat was gone, and the conflict was over.

	“They have it,” Marcy concerned over the taking of the Stigmata.

	“I saw,” Emily, now sitting up from the ground, though still very much unable to get up from it, assured she was not blind. “But we just have to let them go.”

	“I know,” Marcy agreed.

	“Why?” Ligaya questioned.

	“I’m glad to see you’re feeling better,” Emily conveyed, “but the rest of us aren’t. If they don’t want to fight, then we should be counting ourselves lucky.”

	“Then, I guess we’re lucky,” Ligaya accepted. “But for how long?”

	“I don’t know,” Emily admitted. After having responded, a moment of silence followed. Her expression tightened as she looked away from Ligaya shamefully.

	Ligaya sat beside Emily quietly.

	“I …” Emily tried to say something more but could not find the words. This reunion was so abrupt, and right after such an intense situation. So, there was just silence between them.

	“It’s okay,” Ligaya assured after a moment.

	The claim broke Emily as she broke down with a painful, apologetic weep, “I’m so sorry.” More silence followed, and during the stretch of quiet, tears formed. She cried and cried. “I’m so sorry. I’m so … sorry. I’m sorry. They made me do it, but I shouldn’t have. I thought you were gone. I thought you were dead. And it was my fault. I—”

	“I don’t even know what you’re talking about,” Ligaya interrupted, acting oblivious. Though, her indifference was really her way of saying that there was nothing to worry about. She could presume why things happened how they did and could blame someone, but that was pointless. People would always make difficult choices at the consequence of others. They were not to be hated but forgiven. Of course, to do so, they first needed to be understood. Ligaya understood Emily pretty well after these years and cared for her. To lighten the mood, Ligaya sulked in her usual way, “Anyway, I’m already dead. Nothing’s going to change that anytime soon.”

	Emily wiped her face and smiled the smallest smile.

	That was when Marcy spoke, suspecting otherwise to Ligaya’s statement, “I don’t know about that?” A hand was placed on Ligaya’s shoulder. “Something has definitely changed. I can touch you, for one. And you were able to grab hold of the Hunter. You’re becoming corporeal. I’ve never heard of a spirit doing that.”

	“Hm.” Ligaya wondered what that might honestly mean. But then she put aside any curiosities because they did not matter to her. She just smiled at the fact she could do this, leaning over and embracing Emily.

	Emily rested against Ligaya tranquilly.

	The peaceful moment was soon invaded by a noise. There was the blunt clicking of hard-soled shoes as someone approached from behind. The four turned to look and saw a young woman who did not seem to care about anything, with braided black hair, and pale skin. She dressed like a concierge with added frills that detailed her bleak, black outfit.

	Starting with a long, exasperated exhale of boredom, the goth girl informed, “You have been disturbing our guests. The authorities have been contacted. I suggest you remain where you’re at until they arrive. Otherwise, I’ll personally see to your apprehension. Though, feel free to ignore my warning. I welcome a game of tag. I have had nothing to do tonight thus far.”

	Immediately following her words, the woo of a single siren and strobing red and blue lights entered the scene. The car parked practically on top of everybody causing those almost hit to stumble franticly as they tried moving away. That was except for Marcy who smacked the hood as the vehicle came to a stop in front of her.

	“Hey!” Detective Gram shouted at the assault of his car as he stepped out, a cloud of cigarette smoke following right after him.

	“Are you trying to kill us?” Marcy glared. Her nails were ready to scratch the paint.

	“No,” the detective promised he was acting in the women’s best interest. “I’m trying to keep this situation under wraps. The last thing I need is for people to see you, any of you, around yet another dead body.” It was obvious now he had placed his car between the Witches and the line of sight of the building. “It’s hard to dispute video evidence.”

	“Detective,” the goth girl recognized, “I take it, as it is solely you arriving on the scene, this is a committee issue. Though, my father made no mention when he sent me out here.”

	“He wouldn’t be aware,” the detective explained. “Currently, this is a DNPD issue. But it’s soon to head up to the committee once the commissioner formally makes her decision. Sorry for the disturbance, Madelynn. Offer the same to your dad.”

	“Will do,” Madelynn promised to pass the message along, but she had a tone that sounded more like a threat. She turned away and began walking back to the hotel, wearing the face of someone who felt their time had been wasted.

	“Shit,” Detective Gram knew there would be problems going forward with the Emerson Family. That future concern would have to wait as there were current concerns still to be resolved. He turned his attention toward the four women and the one dead body. The corpse was in terrible condition with half his head missing, as well as missing an arm, a hole in his chest, and covered in burns. Even so, “Shit,” the detective uttered again as he recognized who this was. “What the fuck happened? Why is this guy here?”

	“You know this body?” Marcy did not expect.

	“I know that tattoo,” the detective pointed out. On the back of the remaining hand of the remains was the image of a childhood cartoon, made to be more adult by posing in a sexual manner, along with a drug reference detailed in. The absurd obscurity made the image memorable to anyone who saw it even just once. “The guy’s a hauler. He’s worked every police auction. Are you telling me he was a Witch Hunter?”

	“It’s more complicated than that,” Marcy admitted. “He was possessed by the soul of a Witch Hunter.”

	“Yes,” the detective did not like the explanation, nodding his head with a disappointed expression, “Far more complicated, it seems.”

	“Well, it’s done,” Marcy declared harshly, not liking his tone. “No more Witch Hunters. Like you wanted.”

	“Sure,” he credited the success with no positivity. “But you think killing him is going to help your situation?,” the scolding directed at Marcy. “I said there are laws that even special cases have to abide by.”

	“He didn’t give us much of a choice,” Emily broke up their argument by arguing. “We tried to seal him away in another dimension so we wouldn’t have to kill him. But that didn’t work, and he came after us in this new body, hellbent on seeing us dead. Possessing someone or not, it was him or us.”

	Detective Gram tapped his finger against his thumb. “Alright. But just the one? You killed so many already—”

	“I killed them,” Marcy took the blame as it was being cast.

	“From what I recall,” the detective challenged, “you killed most of them. She,” looking at Emily, “and the redhead,” meaning Rachael, “killed a few themselves. Which … where—”

	“She’s busy,” Marcy interrupted.

	“Fine,” the detective did not press the matter further. “I’ve digressed enough. Even with the numbers you’ve killed, was he truly the last one left? And what’s stopping him from coming back if he can possess anybody?”

	“There were three others,” Emily detailed. “But they were more reasonable and left peacefully. At least for now. And they took the Stigmata with them. That’s the thing that allows him to possess people.”

	“More problems to deal with in the future.” Detective Gram appeared to be getting downtrodden by the second. “I guess I’ll deal with those when they come. To think I’d become your babysitter.”

	“So, wait?” Olivia exclaimed in surprise, “You’ll be protecting us from now on?”

	“That was never in question,” the detective divulged. “This is a protectorate. I’ve been protecting you this whole time.”

	“No, you haven’t,” Olivia was shaking her head as her anger rose rapidly, then she furiously accused, “You didn’t help us at all!”

	Detective Gram raised his hand and began counting off on his fingers. First finger, “An explosion in a building downtown was covered up as a disgruntled employee.” Second finger, “Dead bodies in the woods were covered up as a bear attack.” Third finger, “Gunfire and another explosion at the old brewery was blamed on a ‘Melon Head’ and ‘The Goblins’ turf war.” Fourth finger, “Someone’s house was practically cut in half by ballistics,” looking at Emily. “That was chopped up to be a gas leak explosion.” Fifth finger, “And now this, in front of the King Hotel. All in the span of two days. It’s not easy helping you. Hopefully, it’s worth it.”

	“Alright,” Olivia calmed and conceded quickly. “You were busier than I realized. I’m sorry for thinking otherwise.”

	“Worth it?” Marcy reinserted herself into the conversation to question his phrasing.

	“Technically,” the detective revealed, “I shouldn’t have been helping you. Witches aren’t seen as any more important than regular people. The committee protocol would be to cover everything up with you as the ones to blame since, well, you are responsible.”

	“Then why?” she wondered. “Can’t you get in trouble for breaking the protocol?”

	“Only if things don’t change,” he stated. “But you, YOU,” meaning the Witches, “stopped the Witch Hunters on your own.”

	“No,” Marcy understood, “That’s why we had to stop them on our own. The powers that be might recognize us now.”

	“Let’s hope because then things like this will fall under concealment orders. A cover up,” he defined, “which I’ve already done. Of course, if that doesn’t happen, then I’m fucked, too. Whatever the case, that’ll be discussed during the next committee meeting. For now, you’re done with your business? I’ll need to take you in, Lox.”

	“You’re still going to persecute Marcy?” Olivia spoke dejectedly as she shook her head. “Even after everything that you just said?”

	“Yes,” the detective stressed. “Nothing’s been determined. I thought I made that pretty clear. Right now, she’s a fugitive on the run. Have patience. Seriously.”

	“It’s okay,” Marcy accepted. “Let’s just follow the rules.”

	“What about waiting for Rachael?” Olivia reminded. “She will be back anytime with Andy.” Olivia looked at Detective Gram. “Let her stay until Rachael gets back. Please.”

	“I don’t know what’s going on,” the detective admitted to his lack of information, “but I remember the mention of interdimensional travel. I’m guessing that’ll take a lot longer than you expect. I can’t be waiting out here all night. And, because I can’t, neither can Lox. Also,” he looked to Emily and her severe injuries, “she needs to go to the hospital sooner rather than later.”

	“Shit,” Emily blurted. “He’s right. I can barely move, and my skin is literally peeling off. I’ve gone numb which is why I haven’t noticed, but there’s no waiting around here unless I want to risk going into shock. It’ll just have to be you and Ligaya, Olivia.”

	“Are you sure?” Olivia did not like the idea of concluding things here. “We’re so close. Rachael is getting Andy right now.”

	“We’ve already finished,” Emily recognized. “What’s left is just us wrapping up the mess. I trust you can handle the rest. Wait for your husband. I’m going to go see mine. Now, can someone call an ambulance?”

	“No need.” Detective Gram offered, “I’ll drop you off at the hospital. Nobody will ask questions.”

	“Thank you,” Emily appreciated.

	Detective Gram stepped up and presented his hand which Emily took. But, as injured as she was, she needed more than that to get to her feet. Marcy added the extra assistance by holding Emily beneath her arms to lift her. The three made their way to the car and placed Emily in the passenger seat.

	Still standing outside with Detective Gram, Marcy wandered back on what she had wondered before, “You never answered why you decided to help.”

	Detective Gram took a drag from his cigarette. In no serious tone, he said so flippantly, “I thought that was obvious. I have hope in humanity. That includes you, too. Everybody, and I do mean everybody, should have the chance at redemption.”

	Marcy gave a breathy chuckle at the hard-to-believe statement. With her curiosity resolved, she got into the back seat.

	Detective Gram returned to the driver’s seat.

	Once each of them was situated, Emily rolled down her window to make one last offering to Olivia and Ligaya, “Good luck, you two.”

	“Be safe,” Olivia offered in return.

	“That’s really up to him,” Emily joked as she looked at the detective.

	He deadpanned, “As long as nobody side swipes me off a cliff again, we should be fine.”

	“Sorry about that,” Olivia felt guilted into saying.

	He did not respond.

	Emily retook the conversation, “I’m still impressed you would go to such lengths.” Then there was a thoughtful pause. But there was nothing left to say. She just repeated, “Good luck.”

	The car began to drive off. Emily and Marcy gave a wave as they went. Ligaya and Olivia returned the gesture until it was only them left in the parking lot to wait.


Chapter 30: The Edge
of Night

	 

	 

	In the blackness of Andy’s resting mind, because of his exhaustion coupled with his disbelieving nature, he had forgotten a few things. So, when a thump to the legs woke him from the sleep that had come on so suddenly, his immediate reaction was panic-filled. He thought he was back in the hallway at the hotel. By the time he was up on his feet with his eyes open, he remembered everything that happened afterward. He quickly looked around the home of The Crone for where she was to discover her standing right beside him.

	“I thought you to be a brave man,” The Crone teased him for what she had just witnessed.

	Andy took a breath to settle his nerves quickly and defended his fear by saying, “Only fools are fearless, or something like that. I can’t remember the actual phrase or who even said it. But that’s my excuse.”

	“Well, whoever did say that speaks the truth,” The Crone acknowledged the value of such wisdom. “But bravery is not being fearless. Bravery is facing fear and moving forward. I recommend you keep that piece of wisdom on you as well. Now then, take this,” she offered him a bowl that she had been holding the entire time.

	“Thanks,” he halfheartedly appreciated because he did not know what he was given. He took the bowl and looked in to find an odd concoction. There was a mound of brown clumps with flecks of red, a smear of green, and some twigs all floating in brackish-looking water. “What is, uh, this?”

	“Food,” The Crone revealed.

	But it definitely did not appear to be food. “You say food? But—”

	“I recommend you eat,” The Crone insisted.

	“This doesn’t look safe,” Andy continued to argue against the idea.

	“So picky,” The Crone called him. “Like a child. Do you expect a five-star meal?”

	“No,” Andy did not feel he was being that unreasonable. “But I do expect something that resembles food. This literally looks like shit.”

	“You get what you get,” The Crone no longer gave excuses, just a demand. “Now, eat. I’m guessing you haven’t had anything for over twenty-four hours. Anyway, even if you don’t like the look, it tastes just fine.”

	He really did not believe that was going to be the case. He was positive that she had just become taste blind. But, with the pain in his stomach suddenly beginning to become apparent along with a dizziness beginning to fill his head, he knew he needed to put something in his stomach.

	The meal was started with one of the sticks because it was the most recognizable and appetizing thing in the pile. A bite found the texture soft and chewy with a flavor resembling something he recognized, licorice. Off to a good start, he braved the rest. The brown clumps were room temperature and grainy in texture but had a chocolate flavor. The red tasted like rhubarb. And the green was minty. It was like he was eating a strange kind of ice cream.

	“What is this?” Andy asked in astonishment.

	“Twigs, roots, leaves, and dirt,” she revealed with a smile, aware that the truth would probably be off-putting but that made it funnier to her. “I’m not even making a joke. There’s a type of plant in this realm, which I have come to call the candy tree, that grows abundantly. It exudes sugar that enriches the surroundings. Not only is the plant itself edible, but the ground it grows in has become packed with nutritious qualities. As for the water, that’s just water I add so that it’s not dry.”

	Andy looked at the bowl of actual mud and branches with a neutral stare for a moment before he continued to eat. Odd and unpleasant sounding, it was still appetizing enough. He would rather fill his belly with this instead of starving.

	“There are other things I considered getting for you,” The Crone noted, “but I felt this was what you’d prefer. I doubt you would want to eat the meat of what I call the boil cow.”

	Andy started hacking at the disgusting name, image, and possible flavor that such a creature would have. He begged to know, “Why would you mention that while I’m eating?”

	The Crone slapped her knee as she chuckled which explained her reasoning completely.

	Andy took a breath to draw back his disgust, looked at what remained of his candy tree soup, and quickly slurped the rest down before he completely lost his appetite. The bowl was set down and he exhaled a satisfied breath. “Done.”

	“Good,” The Crone applauded. “You’re fed. Now, it’s time for us to go.”

	“Go?” Andy had to ask. “Where?”

	“Out,” she answered vaguely. “Now, come. And grab that staff,” she pointed to one that was leaning against the wall.

	This staff was far different from what The Crone wielded, starting with the fact that it was not made of scrap. Instead, the shaft was a smooth, black, square metal bar without any extraneous details or decorations. Placed on the top was a piece of orange, black, and white speckle-colored granite in the shape of a hexagonal diamond. Many wires of copper, silver, and gold were finely weaved to create a pleasant and symmetrical pattern that kept the stone fixed firmly in place.

	Andy took hold and felt energy course through him. The hairs on his arms and on the back of his neck stood. With a head shake, he excused the sensation as something from his imagination.

	“That should keep you safe during our stroll,” The Crone guaranteed.

	Andy decided not to ask what she meant since she had not given him an actual answer to his other question either. He just followed behind as they began to make their way out of the building. However, he got a partial answer once they were outside. It was the dead of night.

	“Won’t more of those things be active?” he worried.

	“Certainly,” she understood. “But where we must go is of the utmost importance. Just focus your Essence into your staff, and they will surely stay at bay. Why do you think they didn’t kill you right away when the sun first set yesterday? They sensed your power. So, don’t let them see your powerlessness.”

	Andy inhaled to accept her arbitrary instruction. Then his eyes focused on the staff. He exhaled as he squeezed tightly since he did not know the true method of using magic. From within the stone appeared a very subtle glow.

	“Easy, isn’t it?” she remarked. “Should be since I fashioned it with you in mind.”

	“My lightning affinity,” he caught on right away. That explained all the materials since each was a strong conductor of electricity. It would be an impressive lightning rod for sure. But the fact she had been able to create this in just the time while he was sleeping was perhaps more impressive.

	The Crone set off into the indigo and through the ash with great determination. She clearly had a goal that she would accomplish tonight, no matter what. Andy stayed close behind, drawn in by the pull she had, while also still concerned about what lurked in the night. They wandered for a while from street to street.

	It did not take long for them to be noticed. First, there were only the sounds like the shifting of metal and crumbling of rubble. Eventually, of course, came the clicking. Silhouettes of the cretins could be seen all around, in the windows, in the shadows, just ahead and right behind. But none of them dared come close, only follow, and many moved out of the way when they were being approached.

	Seeing how cowardice these creatures were when they opposed gave Andy plenty of reassurance. Though, he did not honestly believe they stayed away from him and his newfound confidence. They stayed away from The Crone who appeared to be bulldozing forward even as she only slowly walked.

	Her determination needed a reason and Andy asked again, “I know you didn’t answer the first time but where are we going?”

	The Crone kept looking forward as she answered, though, she first took a solemn pause before saying, “I’m getting you home. Hopefully.”

	“I thought you said there wasn’t a way,” was how he remembered her words.

	“What?” she exclaimed, befuddled. “I never said that. I said that you would die if you tried.”

	“Right,” now he remembered correctly. To be able to leave required that he believe. He looked at the burned hand that had cast his first spell and looked at the staff glowing with his Essence. They were proof that he did have magic. Still, “Are you sure I’m really ready? So soon? I … I definitely do still have my doubts.”

	“I doubt you’re ready, too,” she confessed. “How unfortunate that the door to get you home only opens tonight.”

	“Really?” He sounded excited before going back to second guessing himself. “Well, if the door is going to open tonight, wouldn’t that mean it will open again some other time? We could wait until then to make sure that I’m absolutely ready.”

	“I guess,” but her tone said that was not an actual option which she then reinforced by saying, “But, so you know, I have been here for fifty years.”

	“Oh,” he caught on immediately. “So, the door only opens every fifty years.”

	“Technically, the door only ever opens once,” she clarified. “But where we are is at the end of time. Like how the Earth revolves around the sun, this realm revolves around a fixed point in existence. After fifty-year intervals, we will have come completely around to the beginning to begin again.”

	“That’s kind of crazy to think about,” Andy was in awe of the concept. Then he remembered, “Wait, didn’t you say that you arrived in this realm from a door? If time loops, then—”

	“Your assumptions are correct,” The Crone confirmed before he finished. “My younger self will be arriving soon. I’ll send you back from the very door that I opened fifty years ago.”

	“That’s even crazier,” Andy declared with a beaming expression. “A paradox. Does that mean you trained yourself in the ways of magic?” Then he thought more about the possibilities and became sympathetic as he asked, “Does that mean you buried your older self?”

	“You pry too much into the life of a woman that you only met a day ago,” she scolded.

	“Sorry,” he offered. “I didn’t mean to get so personal.”

	After taking a breath, she allowed, “Go ahead and ask your questions.”

	He did not want to be rude so he decided to just talk about the concept instead of about her life, “If I stayed, that would mean, fifty years from now, I would run into myself, too, wouldn’t it? That possibility alone kind of makes me want to stay,” but he was only jesting.

	“I guess you can,” she entertained. “Though, you would have to leave everybody you’ve known behind.”

	He became a calm sort of serious as he recognized, “I know. And I wouldn’t actually want to do that. But …” he thought about asking if that was what she chose to do.

	She understood what he was getting at, but she did not give an answer this time. That left the silence to take over once more and dominate the space between them. After what must have been an hour’s walk without another word, they finally came to a stop in the middle of an open area with nothing of importance anywhere in sight.

	“Is this where the door opens?” Andy broke the mute with his question since there was no door anywhere around them.

	The Crone turned around and held a soft smile while looking him deeply in the face, but she said nothing. She was taking the time to sketch him into her memory. He looked back at her but only with an uncertain stare as he could not understand what she was doing. She took a step closer and held out her upturned hand waiting for him to place his own in her palm. He did so in confusion. She squeezed a little and smiled at the touch. Then she sighed as her expression changed to something sorrowful. It was as if she never wanted the moment to end, but it had to.

	She planted her staff into the ground with a sharp stab, freeing up that hand, so in no threatening manner, she could pull out a needle. He watched curiously as she brought the point close to his fingertip. In a sharp motion, she pricked him.

	Andy yanked his hand away from the pain as he AHed. “What the hell was that?”

	The Crone pulled out a cloth and held her upturned hand out again as she said, “The blood of a male Witch is a valuable material. It’s going to be important for what comes next.”

	Andy was suspicious but already knew by this point she would not explain a thing. He assumed it must have to do with getting him back home. With that consideration, he willfully used the cloth to soak up his blood and then handed it back to her. “I hope that this can be of use. So, when does she, er, you arrive?”

	The Crone took the stained cloth and gave a silent pause before she answered, “Very soon.” Then she turned away, banged the end of her staff on the ground twice to catch his attention, and told him this as if it was the most important thing to do, “You just have to wait here.”

	“What?” Andy uttered.

	“You heard me,” she said sternly. “Wait right here for me. I shouldn’t be too long. Just keep your magic up, and you’ll be fine.”

	“You’re serious?” He really hoped that was not the case. His fear began to rise at the idea of being left alone. And being afraid made him more afraid because he understood that the cretins would sense that and no longer remain at bay.

	She did not respond this time as she began to move on.

	“Ma’am?” He took a few steps from where she had told him to stay. “Does this have to do with the paradox?”

	She struck the ground with the end of her staff again, and the clack brought him to a stop. She looked just over her shoulder to say, “Just trust me. You’ll be home soon.” Then she continued on into the indigo.

	He watched her disappear and wondered if he had been left to die as the clicking of the cretins began being made and could be heard slowly getting closer. He could not chase after her as his focus needed to be here. He poured his Essence into the staff and the granite stone radiated a bit brighter with power. Hopefully, that was enough.


Chapter 31: Redeemer

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael stood in the hallway of twelve doors with her hands drawn tightly to her chest. The pain of the sacrifice continued to linger without any alleviation to be had. Carrying these endless agonizing injuries would not make finding her brother any easier. But the feeling was not the most worrisome thing on her mind. She felt more concerned about how she would find him. She did not even know which realm beyond which door was the correct one.

	That was when Rachael remembered something so arbitrary. Back when Andy first disappeared, when she and the others called him using the black phone, she had asked him to describe where he was. He said, ‘It’s a city. A massive city that seems to go on forever. And everything is covered in ash.’ That would be enough to know where to begin.

	Rachael went to the first door that was nearest. Pushing it opened into a tundra of ice and wind. Not the right place. The next was also wrong, being a desert land. As was the ocean world. Door by door was checked and dismissed. It was the fifth to the last where she found what she sought.

	The realm beyond was the incomprehensible city where everything was in ruin. Godlike structures scaled into the sky beyond perception. Streets were widened for the passage of giants. An uncountable number of vehicles were crushed and piled. And there was so much ash. It first appeared like snow in the indigo light of night. But the particles did not fall from the sky, but instead, drifting up from the ground to create what was like a fog.

	Even though a detail differed, the sun being silver and not black, Rachael believed this was the right place. More than that, she knew it to be the right place. She could sense her brother somewhere in this Otherworld.

	She entered, seeming to have exited out of one of the massive buildings. The frigid temperature instantly enveloped her. Being frozen might have been bad for most people. For her, the numbing sensation of her entire body was pleasant. Not feeling anything meant the pain was taken away as well.

	Before walking further into the city, she first placed a large block of concrete between the door and frame to keep it propped open. That was because she had no confidence the realm on the other side would still be there if the door closed. She did not want to take that risk and trap herself here along with her brother after coming this far. Hopefully, the Goddess would not mind.

	Without another delay, Rachael began her search. Quickly, she discovered that accompanying the cold was an eerie sensation that permeated the very air. The feeling came from the darkness that concealed reality and the silence that made no logical sense. The mind was tricked into seeing uncertain fictions all around. But there was definitely something in the shadows. As she stood in the middle of the street, she could make out shapes in the absurdity.

	There was a sharp click right behind her. She spun on her heel to face the opposite direction and face what was there. No more than a few inches from her was a hand, one with fingers that had many, many knuckles. She did not cry out. She did not stumble back. She did not fear. Instead, she thought to fight back and batted the extended arm. Arm whipped back with a hundred clicks. The creature itself retreated away, sliding soundlessly.

	That was all Rachael needed to see to know that this was just a mindless scavenger. It would not challenge something that it perceived as more dangerous. She quickly looked over the ground to find and pick up a metal pole that was taller than herself. A hard, downward swing struck the concrete with a loud, threatening clang. It would not dare bother her now. Nor would any of the other things that were watching in wait.

	She continued the search for her brother in this massive world. Though, if the question had honestly been posed, she should have expected that she might not ever find him. Where she arrived might have been nowhere near where he did. And even if they somehow were near each other, years might still be needed just to search this area.

	Street by street. She looked for lights in any window. She looked through the windows into every building. Building by building. Maybe an hour passed, possibly two, or even three. She had gotten lost in the time.

	Rachael eventually came upon an open area and how odd the situation felt. So much so, she did not first believe it to be true. There was no grand fight. There was no labyrinthian puzzle to solve. There was no challenge at all. Andy was just standing there to be found in the simplest manner. She slowly approached with both caution and disbelief.

	Andy heard the footsteps approaching from the darkness and saw a shadowy shape getting closer. In alarm, he aimed his staff, but then his arms slumped in surprise. There was his sister standing before him.

	Seeing his face up close, Rachael now knew without a doubt he was her brother and embraced him. He pulled her in tighter as he began to feel an immense shock followed quickly by relief.

	“How did you get here?” Andy asked while still holding her.

	“A door,” Rachael answered, pulling apart to look at him, “which you’ll be going back through.” She turned to lead the way. “Come on.”

	“But …” he looked off in the direction where The Crone had disappeared. She had instructed him to wait. He wondered if this was what he had been waiting for. Though, that made little sense to him since this was his sister, not a younger version of The Crone. That was when there was a click in his mind. He looked in the direction that The Crone had left as he began to realize. When he turned his head back to tell his sister his thoughts, he found she had already walked quite a ways away. She must have expected him to be following without reservation. He was able to catch up quickly and stopped her as he let her know, “There’s someone else here.”

	Rachael began walking again with no more than a stutter to her steps as she pressured him to “Let’s go.”

	Andy did follow while following up with, “Shouldn’t we try to bring her back with us?”

	“No,” Rachael immediately shot down the idea. “They’re either from here meaning we leave them because bringing them back might cause problems in our own world, or they came here which means they don’t intend to leave.”

	“What if it’s neither of those?” He considered. “What if they got pulled into this world just like me?”

	“Well, did they?” Rachael questioned since he had spent time with them and would be the one to most likely know.

	He admitted, “I … don’t know. I never thought to ask. But I think that she is y—”

	“Andy,” she interrupted him and gave a stern stare. Then she exhaled any frustrations. Solemnly, “I’ll say that I’m grateful to this stranger. I thank them since I assume you’re alive because of them. But you’re the one I’m concerned about, not them. I need to get you home. Your empathy is amazing that you care so much for someone you must have only known for a few hours, but there are people who are worrying about you right now. All our friends. Olivia. So much has happened, and it won’t feel like it’s over until you’re back.”

	“Okay,” he conceded, and his theory slipped away. For a few minutes, they just walked in silent acceptance. But he felt the need to avoid awkwardness by having a conversation. He asked in a more upbeat skepticism, “What could have possibly happened while I was away?”

	Rachael started smiling at the sheer insanity that was the truth. “You wouldn’t even believe it. But, how about you tell me what happened to you, first? Like how you got such a cool staff? Then I’ll tell you what happened. We’ve got a long way to go. We should have the time.”

	In those hours, each side of their story was told.

	Rachael began the sharing as she had been asked to. She started with the downtown explosion, then Marcy escaping the hospital was mentioned, followed by the Witch Hunters, Olivia’s kidnap and rescue, the attack at Emily’s home that left Mark in a coma, and the final confrontation with the Witch Hunters. That information worried Andy, and he understood why Rachael wanted to get him back quickly, himself now very motivated to return. The last experience that she talked about was her meeting with the Goddess, though, she kept many of the details to herself, mainly the severing of fingers, so as not to worry her brother.

	Then it was Andy’s turn and he started where she started, talking about what happened at his office space and how he was aware, or at least felt, that the ritual he conducted was the cause. Rachael confirmed that to be the case. Then he spoke of his first night here, how he was chased by the monsters and almost killed. The last thing he brought up but what he talked the most about was The Crone who found him, who started teaching him the basics of magic, who had given him the staff, and who had asked him to wait right where Rachael found him. He was still concerned that they left without seeing her one last time, and he still had his suspicions about who she really was. Rachael, however, was left wondering. However, his speculation and her curiosity were put aside as they finally reached what would bring them home. 

	The still open door assured that this place, which looked no different than the rest, was the building Rachael entered this world from. Beyond would be the hallway of twelve doors. Then only one more Gateway would need to be crossed to reach their world. She led the way back through.

	By the time Andy entered, he was not given much time to process the change of environment as a key was being placed in his hand. He looked at the thing he held with curious confusion.

	“Here,” Rachael directed. “Now, go through the Gateway,” she pointed down the hall. He looked in that direction feeling just as curious and confused as he stared at the wall made of pure blackness. But before he made sense of it. Or even had the chance to ask a question, she told him, “They’ll be waiting in the parking lot.” Then she began shoving him.

	“Wait—”

	“Go home, Andy,” she interrupted with the demand as she continued to push.

	He was too uncertain to just let this happen, so he took a few steps forward. That caused her to stumble, giving him the chance to turn around. He placed a hand on her shoulder. “What’s with you?”

	“That’s it,” Rachael declared as she pointed again. “That’s the end. We’re so close.”

	He looked at the Gateway, then looked back at his sister. He guessed that her impatience must be from desperation after what she had told him happened. Concerns were put aside as he agreed blindly, “Then let’s go.” He began to make his way over on his own until he was right before it.

	Rachael was beside him, looking at him, urging him to go.

	He understood and reached his hand forward without knowing what to expect, but he trusted his sister completely. In an instant, he found himself elsewhere, but here was not anywhere that he recognized. Though, he was certain this was his world. The feel of reality was familiar which only made sense now that he had experience Otherworlds.

	However, there seemed no time for Andy to settle as someone was waiting in this hallway to usher him along even more.

	A silver fox of a man stood right outside the door. A most impressive pencil mustache and quality suit further made the moniker far truer. He spoke like a dignified businessman, “So, you’re the reason for the commotion outside.”

	“Commotion?” Andy was not aware of what happened.

	“This way,” the man ordered, snapping his fingers as he began toward the stairwell.

	“Where am I?” Andy asked instead of following.

	“You’re in my hotel,” the man answered with reserved irritation in his voice. “But not for much longer. Now, this is the last time I ask you to come along. If you don’t, then I’ll have you thrown out.”

	“Sorry,” Andy blindly apologized as he quickly stepped in line.

	They reached the first floor in what felt like less than a minute, made their way through the lobby and out the front doors, and Andy was walked across the cold parking lot. Yet, he began to feel warm with anticipation as he approached a lone car that could only be waiting for him. It was just like he had been told.

	The passenger door popped open. Olivia stepped out and stood firm with the widest eyes. Her face began to squeeze as tears started to form, and her whole body scrunched beneath the gravity. She huffed once right before her happy sorrow was put away as she rushed to Andy. Arms embraced him, blubbering in his chest. He pulled her tight in return. The two were back together, safe from the nightmares they had faced.

	They were soon intruded upon by the man who demanded, “He is returned to you now, so get off my property.”

	Olivia pulled away from Andy to accommodate the impatience of the man. Everything was good again and all ruinous rudeness was given the utmost consideration where there should have been a head shake and sneer. But then she noticed something off as she looked around, “Where’s Rachael?”

	It was only then Andy realized Rachael was not there. He first slowly glanced back and forth to make sure that she was just not out of sight. But she never came into view. That was when he turned sharply to face the man and asked, “Where’s my sister? She was just with me.”

	“There was no woman with you,” the man said otherwise.

	“Wait, that means she’s still inside,” Andy was in a sudden panic. “I need to go get her.”

	“That won’t be possible,” the man objected.

	“Let me back inside,” Andy demanded.

	“I told you—”

	“Dude,” the word, so casual, quaked like a great threat that was followed by an actual one, “don’t make me hit you. Just get out of my way.”

	“It won’t be possible to get her,” the man explained. “The door is already closed. Even if it was not, only the one with the key can pass through safely.”

	Andy stared at the man before then staring at the key held in his hand. Rachael had given it to him quickly and pushed him to go before he ever got the chance to ask why. That was because she knew that if he knew, then he would never have taken it. This was, after all, the last thing he would have ever wanted. But she did this anyway because she loved him. Now, she was the one trapped in an Otherworld with no way back. Fingers closed around the key.


Chapter 32: Self-Reflection

	 

	 

	 

	Rachael stood by and watched as the Gateway began to close after Andy passed through. The black slowly faded at the edges, becoming smaller and smaller, from a pond into a pool into a puddle until there was nothing other than a regular wall. It would remain like this until the day someone else came through to complete the ritual. Though that would not change her circumstance, because for her to leave, that person would have to stay, and she would never doom another for her own sake. So, essentially, she was stuck forever. But she knew that was going to be the outcome the moment she learned of the requirements. Swapping places with Andy was the plan all along. This was okay.

	“Such difficult choices we make,” came a voice, that of an old woman.

	Rachael turned to see the door to the endless city was still open and there stood an Old Witch wearing layers of rags and wielding a shabby staff. “You’re The Crone that Andy mentioned.”

	“An oblivious little brother we have,” The Crone declared at the mention of his name. She raised her hand to show two missing fingers, the ring and pinky. “He saw my hands, but he never noticed yours, so he never made the connection. Probably too excited to see your face.”

	Rachael was perplexed for a second, needing to look at her own hand to see the identical injury, then she affirmed with little surprise, “You’re me. That only makes sense. The Raven Man did say this was the end of time. If I chose to stay, then obviously another me from another time would have done the same. This begins my side of the paradox. And I’m guessing you’re at the end of yours. So, what now then?”

	“I send you home,” The Crone said honestly, though her face filled with deep sorrow as her arm hung limply at her side as if she had suddenly given up.

	Rachael became confused and clearly showed the expression.

	“Yes,” The Crone nodded. “I can get you home. The very one you just sent Andy back to.”

	“But, then, why are you still here if you can do that?” Rachael searched for an answer.

	“Because there was no reason to go back,” The Crone strained to admit.

	“No reason?”

	“That’s right. No reason. That’s because, when I arrived, there was no crone,” she admitted, head shaking. “All these years, I wondered what the Goddess meant when she said there were two outcomes. To succeed or to fail was what I thought. But this was what she actually meant. One of us would be The Crone and the other would meet The Crone. How I envy you.”

	“How’s that possible?” Rachael was still in disbelief. “How could there not be a version of us waiting for you? That’s the loop. Eventually, I’ll be standing right where you are, talking to a me, standing right where I am.”

	“No,” The Crone hammered in what she had already said, “you won’t. That’s because I’m going to send you home.”

	Rachael did understand and expressed great distress. The implication was cruel. But she needed to know the truth that she already assumed, “But then what happens to the Rachael that comes after me if I’m not here? What happened to you when there was no crone? Andy told me how much you helped him. He said, without you, he never would have survived. Why did you say you had no reason to go home?” she swallowed as she waited in agonizing anticipation.

	The question brought The Crone down as she was forced to remember what happened. She began to step closer, dragging with her a feeling of dread. She needed to be face-to-face to say what she had to say, her voice a sad whisper, “My brother died …”

	After cutting off her fingers, after figuring out the correct door, after wandering through the city for hours, Rachael came upon an open area. Her eyes were deceived at first by the distorted nature of the world. The haze of ash softened any defining details. Often what was left was whatever the imagination made up. But, as she focused, as she made out what was truly there, the sight made the cold night colder and turned the indigo light into pitch darkness.

	There was no mistaking the body for someone or something else. Even though mutilated, Andy was not beyond recognition. The cretins tore, and the cretins twisted, but they took nothing, not a bite, not a piece. His lifeless body was left in a heap in a pool of blood that was more like sludge because of dissolved ash. His pale, pained, sorrowful face stared upward blankly with soulless eyes.

	“… I was too late. I failed. Those damn Hunters wasted so much time. If they came just a day later. If they never came at all. But life can be cruel. After my failure, I … I couldn’t go home. Nothing was ever going to be the same back there. My whole world was shattered. I could no longer be in a place that was so wrong, so empty, without any family left. My relationship with the others was already deteriorating before everything that happened during those few days. This would have been, and was, in the end, what finally broke us apart. That’s why I stayed to start this new life.”

	Rachael reminded, “You also lost him because there was no crone. And there will be no crone if you send me back like you said you could.”

	“You’re very right,” The Crone was aware. “But the question is why didn’t the Rachael before me stay? The ones before us must have gone through this very same dilemma. You’re fighting me so hard to stay. And I will not force you to go if you don’t want to. So, what changed? I think, after you hear what I have to say, you’ll understand.

	“I’ve dwelled in this world for the last fifty years. It hasn’t been bad,” the following words a breathy exhale, “all the tragedy aside. We never needed people to exist. The life of a crone really does suit us. That’s why you were so content to accept switching places with your brother. But I also know we crave a life with people. Our friends and family have always been important to us. And you still have both. You deserve to be with them.”

	“But I don’t deserve it,” Rachael rejected the thought. “I came here to save Andy, but it was you who did that. But I will eventually do what you did. Then—”

	“You deserve to be happy only then?” The Crone interjected. “You’ll wait for fifty years to save the life of a man that is not your brother—”

	“He’s our brother—”

	“He’s the next Rachael’s brother. Your brother is back in your world waiting for you. Maybe you didn’t save him, but that doesn’t mean you need to save another version of him. If you do, then what? Will you stand where I’m standing and convince the next you that she needs to stay for the one after her? Sure, we can live a perpetual cycle where we’re always alone, saving brothers that are not our own. But you’re abandoning your true brother by doing that. Even if he’s safe now, you’re missing from his life. We both know he’ll blame himself. That was always going to happen. But if swapping places was the only option, then that would be the best outcome. Now, there’s a better outcome.”

	“But if I do go, what about the next Rachael?” Rachael sounded pained. “How would she … How can you not hate the Rachael that chose her own happiness over yours? She doomed you for her sake.”

	“She didn’t doom me,” The Crone assured. “I was doomed by terrible circumstances. I can blame the Hunters. I can blame myself. I can even blame Andy for doing that stupid ritual. But I can’t blame her. When I sensed the new magic in this world, when I found Andy, when I figured out the truth about the paradox, I never blamed the Rachael before me for going home when she could. If she was there to save my Andy, I would have been eternally grateful. But I also know that if she stayed, she would have given up her entire life for my sake. She would have doomed herself for my sake. Don’t doom yourself for someone else’s sake. And don’t blame yourself when someone else ends up on the worse side of things. It’s not your fault. Like it’s not her fault I’m where I’m at.”

	“Okay!” Rachael blurted, her voice cracking. She was covering her face with her hands to hide the feelings she was expressing. “I get it.”

	“Take this last piece of advice from an older, wiser version of yourself,” The Crone placed a hand on Rachael’s head, “it’s okay to be happy.”

	Rachael sniffed mucus, then took a prolonged breath. When her hands finally fell away, her eyes and face were red, but she looked composed. “Alright. How do I get home?”

	“It starts with this,” The Crone pulled out and tossed a key over to Rachael who caught it in her cupped hands. “I’ve had mine ever since I came here. And now you have it, meaning you can go back through the Gateway without any repercussions.”

	“But how long until the Gateway is opened again?” Rachael found that to still be an issue.

	“Did you forget who we are?” The Crone jested. “We can make our own Gateway. Come. This way.” She turned around and began back toward the door of the endless city.

	“You’re right,” Rachael cocked her head to the side as she agreed with confidence, then followed, “that would be pretty easy to do.”

	They reached the door and learned, upon opening, that dusk had begun. There was no more bleakness to the Otherworld, instead a violet sky that was a comforting light with a soft heat. They both reentered with a strong determination to move forward.

	It was right outside the door, in the middle of the street that was mostly cleared of debris, where The Crone declared, “We’ll work right here. Let’s start by drawing up a magic circle.”

	Together they worked on creating the most intricate arcane image of an eight-pointed star within a circle within a circle. The larger of the two circles had cascading swoops that dragged off the line creating the depiction of movement. The second circle was overlapped, one half by a zigzagging line, and the other half by a wavy line, depicting realignment and flow. The eight spaces between the points of the star each had a different symbol representing truth, success, life, love, time, energy, hope, and acceptance. In the center of the star were two misaligned squares. And in the very center was a half-circle with two parallel lines on the outside of the curve which indicated where to go, home.

	They stood across from each other on opposite ends of the magic circle after completing it.

	“This is ready,” Rachael announced. “But will it be enough?”

	“There’s plenty of residual magic in the air that we can use,” The Crone informed. “I also have two objects of power that will ensure things work. First,” she pulled out a red-stained rag, “the blood of a male Witch,” which she threw as close to the center as she could. “And the longevity of a Witch,” she pulled out a knife and cut off her long braid, throwing the hair in as well. “Now, we just need words of power.”

	Together they spoke …

	 

	“This world I did roam, for so long and so alone,

	But now what I seek is home, where I laid stick and stone.

	 

	“I’ve walked a beach laid with foam, that gave a greenish tone,

	But now what I seek is home, where I left my crown and throne.

	 

	“I’ve left the city made of chrome, where everything was so sown,

	“For what I seek is home, the place where I have grown.

	 

	“I’ve been to where barren is the loam, hiding buried bone,

	But now what I seek is home, where I felt love was shown.

	 

	“I’ve felt the magic of a tome, filled with knowledge thought unknown,

	But now what I seek is home, where my life started and was sewn.

	 

	“I’ve lived a life in a catacomb, acting as a quiet crone,

	Now let me return to home, where I am not all on my own.”

	 

	 

	The magic circle began to glow more and more with each passing verse until shining bright with the purest white light. The two Witches were enveloped so entirely that they could no longer see each other.

	The Crone called out, “All you need to do is step in.”

	“Why don’t you go?” Rachael made the suggestion.

	“That’s a kind offer,” The Crone said with a smirk. “But I can’t take your place. Now go. You have people waiting.”

	Rachael swallowed. Her eyes shut fully as she reached her hand forward, her foot stepping forward, and her body beginning to lean. She fell forward, dropping into what felt like warm water, and she sunk and sunk and sunk. Looking discovered herself descending into the unknown. And flipping around saw the heavenly fissure she had passed through. She could see The Crone standing there on the other side, waving goodbye with a content smile. Then everything went black.

	Rachael slowly awoke and tried to take a breath. She immediately choked, grabbing her throat as her body thrashed. Her head whipped around in a panic as she could barely make out what was around her in the darkness. She found what she thought must have been up when she saw the smallest distorted circle of light. She urgently began to swim. Her chest was beginning to feel tight. She swam harder as the pain grew worse. Everything seemed to be going dark again as her brain was starved of oxygen, but she kept going. Even after her vision went spotty, she kept going. Even when her chest hurt so much that her lungs demanded a breath, she kept going. And through her perseverance, she broke the surface, inhaling deeply.

	As her senses returned, even with blurry vision, she recognized she was floating in water. What she had chased to the surface was the moon still hanging in the early morning sky that had yet to grow vibrant. Looking around noticed more things she recognized, the most obvious being the capitol building on the hillside. That meant she was treading in the middle of the Municipal Lake in the downtown of Darkess. This was home.

	She swam to the shore and laid out on the ground to recover some energy that was lost from nearly dying. A smile could not be helped. She had made it back and, honestly, she was so happy. This outcome was the last she ever expected, and though she could not help feeling bad about certain things, she was happy.

	Back on her feet, she began walking toward town. Being where she was, she would not have to go far because the Clearpoint complex was little more than a block away. In less than ten minutes, she was standing in front of the entrance. On the switchboard beside the door, she pressed the three-zero-three button that rang like a modulated buzzer. But nobody answered. So, she pressed the button again.

	This time the communication channel linked with a slight static and the most depressed sounding man answered with a simple question, “What?”

	“It’s Rachael,” she said which brought the widest smile to her face. “Open the door.”

	But the buzzer that would indicate being unlocked never went off. Instead, after what must have only been a minute, the door flung open as Andy and Olivia rushed out.

	“Holy shit!” Andy screamed as he pulled his sister into a suffocating hug. “Rachael!? But!?”

	“I haven’t even been gone an hour,” she declared as she tried pushing him off but could not. “How can you miss me this much?”

	“Yeah but!?” He began then calmed himself quickly to say with a far more leveled demeanor and volume, “I thought you weren’t ever coming back.” He held up the key. “The guy said only the person with the key could return. You gave it to me, so I thought—”

	“I had to find my own way back,” Rachael said as she held up her identical copy of the key. “But I did find a way back.”

	Andy lowered his head with shut eyes, then wiped away a stray tear that tried to form. “Little sis—”

	“I’m the older sibling,” she reminded him.

	“Thank you for saving me.”

	Rachael was taken aback. Then in the near instant after, her entire body scrunched as her relief collapsed in on her. She wept so hard that she sounded hoarse. Her legs trembled so much that she almost dropped to the ground. But Andy caught her and took her into a softer hug this time to let her let it all out. They were like that for a while until she went silent. Then they stayed that way for a while as well. When breathing became normal, that was when they finally let go.

	“So,” Rachael sniffled, wiped the corner of her eyes, and looked away while she pulled away as the subject was moved along, “where’s everybody else?”

	Andy became pretty serious once the others were brought up. He inhaled to prepare what he would say, starting with “We have a lot to talk about. Well …” he looked at Olivia realizing she would be the best one to talk about this. She was, after all, the one who told him everything.

	“More happened while you were away,” Olivia stated. “I’ll fill you in. But let’s get inside first.”


Chapter 33: Resolution

	 

	 

	 

	The morning light broke over St. Kindred Hospital bringing a sense of peace to the place. Many of the occupants found themselves able to find a reprieve from their ailments, even if for some, the relief would only be temporary. The patients slept without issues of pain or anxiety. And the staff was able to take a break for the time being. Emily seemed to be the only one not willing to rest.

	Emily sat at Mark’s bedside against the advice of the doctors and nurses. Not that her being with him was an issue. The problem was her own condition. She had been rushed in with second-degree burns covering most of her arm and the side of her head. An hour-long procedure followed, grafting her with synthetic skin to repair the damage. Afterward, she was to lay in bed for at least one full day. Instead, she was here, scarring be damned.

	The door to the room opened but Emily did not turn to see who was there. She expected another doctor or nurse who would tell her the same thing she had been told a dozen times at this point. When a delicate, familiar hand was placed on her shoulder, she knew otherwise. Looking saw Rachael, along with Andy and Olivia.

	“You’re back!” Emily sprung up and went to hug Andy only to hold off when the stinging sensation traced over her injuries. She still tried by leaning sideways to give an awkward embrace with just one arm.

	“And you look terrible,” Andy commented. “Worse than I imagined after Olivia told me what happened. But, I know, you’ll be fine. How about Mark?” He looked at his best friend laying on the hospital bed.

	“Mark’s stable,” Emily answered. “But there’s no knowing when he’ll wake up. I’ve been considering going into the Dream Realm. Of course,” looking at Rachael, “I can’t do that without you.”

	“We can do that if it’s necessary,” Rachael agreed to the possibility. “But first, Jesus, like Andy just said, I didn’t think you’d be this badly beaten up—”

	“Not a big deal.” Emily looked firmly at Olivia but not with any animosity to assure her, “It’s not a big deal. Olivia saved my life in the process of blowing me up. Better that than the alternative.”

	“I can’t believe that Hunter wasn’t banished,” Rachael was concerned. “If I had known, I would’ve stayed.”

	“Then I’m glad you didn’t know,” Emily admitted. “You had something more important to do. We handled ourselves well enough anyway. Olivia is pretty damn strong. And,” a soft smile came to her, “you won’t believe this,” then she gave the slightest disappointed frown, “you might not even like this. Ligaya’s back.”

	“I know,” Rachael was caught up with everything. “That’s good,” her tone more neutral than positive or negative. After the two of them dealt with The Raven Man, she had already begun to change, her distrustful feelings waning. Being told about how Ligaya saved the day helped to completely move past any remaining doubt. Though, Rachael still did not know Ligaya. The two were strangers. At least that was better than enemies. “I’ll have to thank her for saving your life.”

	Emily smiled. Then a look of positive surprise overtook her expression as she began to hear the movement of bedding. She turned to look at Mark and she smiled even wider than a second ago.

	“What’s going on?” Mark asked as he stared with groggy eyes at everybody in the room. Then he focused on Emily to see her covered in skin grafts, bandages, and bruises. He took her hand, squeezing tightly, then said, “You look badass.”

	“Looks like life is going back to normal,” Emily could tell.

	



	 

	 

	Marcy stood in the courtroom and listened as Judge Cane made a final verdict, “After hearing the testimonies of various experts and taking into account new information about the crime Miss Lox was tried for, I have determined that she is not a danger to society and is hereby acquitted of any wrongdoing. In fact, she has been wrongly committed for the last three years to a mental institution where she did not belong. For these damages, she is additionally being rewarded a sum of three hundred thousand dollars from the state.

	“I also want to apologize to you, personally, Miss Lox. I find it shameful that your interest in witchcraft was used as some kind of excuse to have you locked away. My daughter is going through a similar phase, and I would be appalled if she was arrested because of a hobby. This isn’t the eighteen hundreds anymore. We’ve moved passed witch hunts.

	“The court is dismissed.”

	Marcy stood outside the judicial building, in the light of day, as a free woman. It felt weird to her. For three years she had been locked away. It only took one day to change that.

	“Congratulations, Lox,” Detective Gram offered as he blew smoke into the air. “What are you going to do with your winnings?”

	“Seems like a larger compensation than I should have received,” Marcy mentioned.

	“The numbers were adjusted a bit,” he admitted. “Though, so were the facts seeing as you weren’t wrongfully committed. But the circumstances have changed. Seems Witches are more integral to Darkess these days.”

	“I agree with you,” Marcy acknowledged. “I think magic is making its way back into this world, and you’ll be needing us. And, with what I just said in mind, I know what I’m going to do.”

	“Enlighten me.”

	“Is that why you’re here, detective?” Marcy presumed. “To keep an eye on me.”

	“No, I’m not your handler,” he promised. “You are free. Even from spying eyes. Though, maybe not bureaucracy. Take this.” He passed over a business card that had nothing but a series of numbers on it. “That’ll help you get in contact with the committee. Their opening up a new seat. Whichever one of you Witches is interested, make the call. Doesn’t matter who. But it does need to be filled or else things might start to roll back.”

	“This is a lot more representation than I thought we would be getting,” Marcy was surprised.

	“Just be sure to thank the commissioner when you see her,” he told. 

	“I guess I’ll be seeing you around a lot more, detective.”

	“Probably,” he assumed as well. “And, I guess, since we’ll be working together, you can just call me Jamie.”

	Marcy smiled with a perplexed expression at how personal he was acting. She agreed, “Okay,” with stipulations, “but then you have to call me Marcy.”

	“Not on my life, Lox,” Jamie refused to do so. “Now,” he pointed toward the parking lot, “seems your friend has come to pick you up.”

	Marcy looked to see Rachael having parked. That was the cue to go. But, as Marcy did, she gave a final wave goodbye to the detective as she called out to him, “See you later, Jamie.”

	



	 

	 

	Rachael and Emily stood outside after stepping out of the house with luggage in hand.

	“So, you’re really off to Alaska then?” Emily found that surprising.

	“I’ve put off going for long enough,” Rachael assured she was committed to her travel arrangements. “Absolutely, I’m happy with how things are after what happened. Those terrible events were honestly good for us. Well, I don’t want to speak for everybody. But, for me, I came out better. And I feel closer to you and the others than I have in a long time.”

	“I have to agree with you,” Emily added to her shared feelings. “We’ve gotten closer, that’s to say, we’re as close as we used to be when we were younger. You and I. Mark and me. Marcy, maybe.” Emily sighed. “I … obviously still have animosity toward her but … She’s a crazy person who’s trying to protect the things she loves. That doesn’t justify her actions, but she isn’t bad.”

	“I’m glad to hear you say that.” Rachael gave an approving smile. “Now, you should say that again to her.”

	“I already did,” Emily was a step ahead. “We’ve got a ways to go but I remember why we became friends. Just like you need to do the same with—”

	“Don’t,” Rachael rejected the comparison. “I’ve resolved my issue. Though, it was easier for me since I can see I was being biased. Human spirits are tricky things. But they’re not all bad. Ligaya and I—”

	“Yo,” Ligaya uttered as she appeared in a blink beside Rachael. Rachael tightened her shoulders in surprise. “You called my name?”

	Rachael shook off her chitters, exhaled her shudders, and said, after inhaling through her nose, “Yes. You were mentioned in our conversation. Emily still thinks we’re not getting along. I wouldn’t say we’re best friends yet, but we’ve gotten to know each other.”

	After an intense pause that intensified the moment to the point the intensity began to deflate, Ligaya said so seriously, “She still hates me.”

	“I knew it,” Emily jested along since what she actually knew was that Ligaya was joking.

	“How about you both shut up?” Rachael proposed.

	Emily snickered lightly.

	Ligaya maintained her apathetic self with ease. Though, she showed consideration by asking Rachael, “So, I guess you’re leaving again.”

	“I am,” Rachael answered. “Traveling and photography are still my passions. I don’t think I’ll ever stop doing either now that I’ve made a life and career around them. However, when I get back, and I promise I’ll be coming back, I’ll stay for longer than a couple of days. And I’ll plan fewer trips in the future so I’m around more often.”

	“Great—”

	“Nope,” Rachael stopped Ligaya from saying what she was going to say. “I know you’re about to be sarcastic with me. You’ll probably say something like, ‘More cleansing to look forward to,’ in your emo tone. We’ve moved passed that.”

	“We have?” Ligaya acted like she had not been part of any such discussion. “I don’t remember. Maybe you can re-enlighten me.”

	“I’ve apologized plenty,” Rachael said in half-real frustration. “And I’ll apologize again because I know I was in the wrong. I’m sorry. But you’re annoying.”

	Emily was beginning to laugh a little louder which interrupted the bit. “It does seem like you two are getting along.”

	Rachael looked at Emily for a second, her mood calming, then looked to Ligaya, saying to her in complete sincerity, “Maybe I’ll see you around if being out in the world gets lonely.”

	“You just have to say my name,” Ligaya acted as if that gave her an advantage.

	“Ligaya!” Rachael called out loudly in a sensuous, breathy tone. She was not afraid to embarrass herself, especially when her action embarrassed another that she was at odds with. Now she understood why Andy did it so much to her, and why Mark and Emily did it so much to each other.

	Ligaya cringed. “Okay. None of that.”

	“I’m going to make sure to do it exactly like that,” Rachael threatened.

	“Well,” Ligaya threatened back, “I hope you like being alone.”

	“I am a Crone,” Rachael defined herself. “Just in a younger body. And I should be heading off now to seclude myself or else I’ll miss my flight. You two take care. And, I already said goodbye to them, but say goodbye again to the others.”

	“Have a safe trip.”

	



	 

	 

	“Young miss,” a stranger called out. “Young miss.”

	Ligaya heard the call but paid no mind. Often, she unintentionally eavesdropped on conversations during her walks around the city. Knowing that nobody could see her also meant that nobody was talking to her either. Anything that even sounded to be directed her way was to be ignored at this point in her existence.

	“A! A! Young miss!” The stranger called out louder.

	Hearing the persistence coming from whoever did make Ligaya turn. Not because she believed the call was directed at her, but because she was curious who was trying to get whose attention so badly. The answer to the former was an old, thin black man wearing a down jacket, sports sunglasses, and a red beanie. Though there was no telling exactly where he was looking, the fact that he was facing and staring in her general direction made herself the answer to the latter. But, just in case, she looked behind her to see if there was possibly another woman standing there. Others were walking around downtown, some across the street, and others up the block. However, …

	“Yes, you,” he confirmed as he pointed and smiled.

	That was a surprise to Ligaya, but she assumed, “You must be a ghost.”

	“A,” he was smiling, “I’m old but I ain’t dead yet.”

	That was even more surprising to Ligaya. For him to see her could only be possible if he had magic potential. But, instead of saying anything that might come off strange in case that was not true, she did nothing more than apologize, “Sorry.”

	“It’s not a thing,” he assured. “I’m sorry that I bothered you, in fact. You walkin like no one’s getting in your way. But I wanted to ask … you know. I’m embarrassed. My daughter’s your age, and her birthday’s today, and I got nothin, and I thought maybe you might give me an idea. What do girls like?”

	Ligaya began to genuinely think about the question because she did not know what she, herself, would like. However, this interaction brought the realization she needed and knew, “What’s most important is for her to be acknowledged. But that’s not much of a gift. Maybe food and that?”

	“To be acknowledged?” the man nodded his head, impressed. “That’s pretty profound. I’ll find a way to package it. Thanks for your help. You have a lovely day, young miss.” He took a quick look both ways down the road and jaywalked as he went about his day.

	The disruption felt like a sudden awakening for Ligaya. As she returned to her walk, she quickly noticed that the people around her, though they did not interact with her directly as the man had done, they were still responding to her. They gave her space instead of walking straight through like she was not there. Eyes shifted her way, seeing her, then shifted away, not wanting to be rude by staring. Cars waited on her to cross the street. Doors were held open for her. She was no longer a ghost wandering through the world. She existed.

	This regaining of her physical form had started happening not too long ago, and now it seemed to have finally set in.

	



	 

	 

	Andy stared blankly at his hand as he connected one memory to another. He was thinking of his sister and the condition of her hands after they had returned from the Otherworld. He then remembered The Crone and that she was missing several fingers as well. They shared the disfigurement, but he could not remember if the injuries were the exact same. He felt knowing the answer was of the utmost importance for he would then be able to realize something that he had forgotten. If the injuries were identical, then that would mean the two of them were—

	“What you thinking about?” Olivia intruded on his silence.

	Andy returned his focus to the world and lifted his chin to look at her. The idea faded from his mind only retaining the bare minimum. His response ended up being simply, “My sister.”

	“You sad that she’s already off on her next adventure?” Olivia assumed.

	“Yeah,” he accepted as the reason. “Which is rude of her. She gets us to start believing in magic and then leaves before teaching us a thing.”

	“She’ll be back soon enough. Though, it would’ve been nice to learn from her,” Olivia agreed. “But we can always rely on Emily and Marcy to show us some things. But, now that I think about it, could Rachael even show you anything? You said that you weren’t capable of Ritual Craft?”

	“The Crone said I had no talent for it,” he specifically detailed.

	“Your sister is strictly a Ritual Craft Witch,” she reminded. “So, hm, she could teach us things but not much we could use to improve our own magic.”

	Andy took another second to begin connecting threads, that of his sister and The Crone having the same type of magical ability. But, instead of getting lost in speculation like before, he would rather remain here with Olivia. “We can still learn plenty alongside each other. In fact, you already seem to know what you’re doing. You can be my teacher. Which, with that said, where were we? I did kind of zone out.”

	Together they sat face-to-face inside a magic circle they had set up in the middle of their living room. Their only light, for they had shut off the lamps and closed the blinds, were candles placed around. They continued to commune with one another and their Arcane Body.

	



	 

	 

	“How’s the business?” Marcy asked Emily while entering her home once being let inside.

	“Good,” Emily responded as she stepped back into the hallway. “Better even. Now that we Witches are recognized among the otherworldly, I’m getting more customers. How about you? How’s freedom been?”

	“I certainly don’t know if I feel completely free,” Marcy admitted. “Your opinion …”

	Emily sighed. “These things take time. The fact I’m talking to you so civilly should show that … huh,” she still struggled to admit because the shadow of the issue remained, “I don’t hate you, Marcy”

	“That’s a good place to be,” Marcy accepted and moved on for now. “I’m guessing, being so busy, you won’t have time for what I came here to propose.”

	“And that is?” Emily might as well hear the proposal out.

	“I plan on starting a coven right here in Darkess,” Marcy revealed.

	“Can you?” Emily threw the question out there followed immediately by another. “Should you?”

	“I don’t know,” Marcy admitted. “But I’ll try. I’m going to a committee meeting soon and will propose this to them as well.”

	“That’s a lot to ask for during your first meeting,” Emily warned.

	“Is it?” Marcy did not feel that was the case. “Regardless, this is important. There are many girls, and some boys, that have magic potential, but either they drift away once they grow older because nobody nurtures them, or they can turn into what the Witch Hunters hunt. I want a place to raise them up and protect them.”

	“That’s noble of you but don’t you think you might be painting a bigger target on your back and possibly on the backs of whoever joins? The last time there was a coven was Salem. And we both know what happened there.”

	“The trials stoked fear and is one of the main reasons real magic is dying,” Marcy noted. “The hunters will come no matter what. I want to be ready and make others ready instead of live in fear, stop believing, and vanish from this world.”

	“I, honestly, trust you.” Emily was impressed by the declaration. “So, did you come to ask me to join, because yeah, why not. You convinced me. Let’s see this through. Whatever is to come. I’m sure the others would want to be as much a part of this. Have you reached out to Rachael about your plan? Have you talked with Andy, Olivia, or Ligaya?”

	“Not yet,” Marcy explained. “I wanted to come to you first. You see, joining isn’t the only thing I wanted to ask. I was hoping you’d be the Matriarch of the coven.”

	Emily gave a small smile as she shut her eyes and looked slightly downward as her head shook just a little, followed by a single snicker. “No,” she said so blatantly without hesitation to even consider the suggestion. “Thank you for the offer. You thinking that I’m the best suited for the role shows how much you respect me. But you probably didn’t consider this, it’s you who should be the Matriarch. You came up with this idea. You are both caring and rational, though perhaps too much at times. But that can be a good thing for the leader of children with strange and strong abilities. And you’re already the committee representative of us Witches. Like I said, I trust you.”

	“Me?” Marcy thought of herself in the position. “Matriarch.”

	



	 

	 

	Marcy made her way deep into the capitol building well beyond where normal humans worked and resided. There were levels and levels of underground passageways and unoccupied offices that made a labyrinth to be lost in. This place was beyond rational existence, easily recognized as an otherworldly creation by otherworldly creatures to keep their secrets secret. Only the ones that were given directions would be able to make their way through. Marcy was one such person, succeeding in finding the conference room where the committee meeting would be held.

	Through the door found a wide space that extended infinitely upward into pitch darkness. Yet, there was light that seemed to exist without a source. The grey walls, the blue carpet, and the large, oval desk in the center of the room appeared illuminated by standard lighting.

	Currently sitting at the desk was only one person. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties while seeming even younger because of her short stature and thin frame. She wore a long-sleeved, thick police uniform made far more professional by her tie and adorning medals. But she did not act the profession as she stuffed her face with pie straight from the tin without any lady-like courtesy.

	Only when “Miss Lox,” was noticed did the woman put her gluttony away to get up from her seat, taking the time to pick up her hat and tuck it under her arm, before walking over. She spoke with so much positive energy in her voice, “I’m glad that we finally get this chance to meet. I’m Shelby White. The Commissioner of the DNPD.”

	“You’ve been the one going out of your way to help us,” Marcy recognized. “I’m grateful to you. But why?”

	“I choose not to answer,” she denied. That was of course, “Kidding. I can go on about mysterious ways and how things need not be explained as of yet. But I leave the open-ended, unexplained hubbub for the older generations. We should just be straightforward even if the answers turn out to be kind of uninteresting. So, I shall. The world is shifting. You said it yourself when you talked to Detective Gram. We need to be prepared.”

	“And what is this shift?” Marcy knew to ask since the hubbub was not actually answered.

	Commissioner White gave a smile that was very serious. “You know how the Balic Building blew up because of a simple open Gateway? Another Gate might be opening if nothing is done. But this one is far larger and leads to a much more dangerous place. It won’t just be one floor of one building that goes boom. And that’s why Witches like yourself will be very helpful when the time comes. Sorry for the dreary reality.”

	“Your honesty is appreciated,” Marcy showed her gratitude. “I hope I can be of use. There’s an important request that I wanted to talk to you and the rest about when they get here. It’s something I’m certain we’ll both benefit from.”


Chapter 34: Motion of
the World

	 

	 

	Hidden in a veil just outside reality was a large structure the size of a castle but crafted with the remarkable elegance of a cathedral. It appeared almost like a mountain for the elevation of battlements and turrets coalesced toward a large tower in the very center. Truly, if known by the world, this would have been considered one of the great wonders. But secrecy was essential for the occupants, leaving this beauty only for them to admire.

	Beyond the large entryway was a bleak room that all who entered needed to pass through. This was important because a lesson needed to be taught to those who came and went. Lining the walls were twelve mummified corpses of men bound in golden thrones. These were the Eldermen. At least, what was left of them. Their remains were a reminder that the Templar had long since been dead and defeated.

	The bodies were covered in the undergrowth that filled the room. The bases of their chairs and the bottoms of their legs were layered by vibrant moss that blanketed the floor like a carpet. Vines entangled their torsos and climbed up the tall walls toward high-placed windows. Streams of light slipped down from above, fostering the growth of flowers that bloomed on almost every surface. Many bright colors and pleasing aromas concealed the sight and smell of decay. This was a tapestry of life and death.

	Jeremiah crossed through and opened the door on the other side of the chamber. Beyond was a massively spacious, brightly lit corridor with a crystal ceiling, quartz walls, and marble floors. The area was occupied by many others, mostly young girls and women. Each of them wore similar robes as they wandered dutifully with books in hand.

	He continued toward the other end.

	A group of young girls turned to see him enter and one smiled, calling out, “Jeremiah’s back.”

	“Don’t distract him,” the teacher who was leading the group scolded the outburst. “He needs to speak with the Matriarch and need not be distracted by gawking at the moment.” Then she looked his way, giving a respectful nod along with her offer of appreciation, “I hope your mission went well.”

	“I don’t think it did,” one of the other girls mentioned when seeing the strict look on his face and the fact he was wearing a prosthetic arm. He also did not speak a word in return because he was so focused on getting to where he needed to be.

	“Then,” the teacher spoke up again, “that is more of a reason to leave him be. Come, ladies. Class is starting soon.”

	Jeremiah continued forward with determination leading. The greetings from those he walked past were fully ignored which was more worrying than it was upsetting. The situation must have been far from positive, and a large berth was given to let him get by faster.

	He reached the end where a magic lift waited. Right as he stepped on the circular stone platform, the gems on the vertical channel began to glow and the iron chains rattled as he began upward. He walked a few more steps forward to be in the center of the ascending elevator where he waited for a second to take an exasperated breath. Then he began walking forward again even as he was still being lifted. But as he reached the edge, the top was reached, and he stepped off onto the floor. He stood at attention before the one he came to meet.

	Sitting at a desk, on a slightly elevated stage, working proficiently on paperwork was a black woman who had yet to look up at him even though she knew he was there. Her authority was not only expressed by her action but also by her height which towered over most everybody. She was dressed in layers of white leather strips that were wrapped tightly in a crossing, overlapping pattern around her arms, legs, and neck. Covering her waist and down was a white dress skirt made of overlapping fabric that looked like flower peddles. Worn over her torso was, in cosmetic appearance only, silver breast plating. This was Matriarch Althea of The House of the Beating Heart.

	Her pen was eventually placed down so her attention could be focused on Jeremiah. Fingers interlocked as she looked at him and spoke with great prestige, “Mission report.”

	“A failure,” Jeremiah answered without making any excuses or offering an explanation until he was asked for such.

	“How many did your sect lose?” She asked.

	“Nine,” he answered.

	“My condolences,” she offered.

	“None needed,” he was quick to dissuade her concerns. “It’s part of being an Inquisitor.”

	“You might think so,” the Matriarch continued to show empathy, “and you aren’t even wrong. Dealing death and dealing with death are very much a part of your role. But to lose nine righteous hunters without even achieving success must be difficult. I will grieve for your loss even if you choose not to.”

	“My soul is in agony,” he finally was able to admit which drew concern that he quelled by assuring, “Don’t worry. I will not be driven by hatred like the old Templar were.”

	“I sincerely believe in you,” she expressed. “Speaking of the old Templar, what is Shaw’s current condition?”

	“I have him right here.” Jeremiah held out the box that contained the Stigmata.

	“How was he during the mission?” she asked and waved a hand that instructed Jeremiah to bring Shaw over.

	“Too dangerous,” Jeremiah declared as he stepped up the short platform and placed the box down on the desk. The two of them were now at the same eye level, though she remained sitting. “Early on, one of the Inquisitors made a mistake, something I myself would reprimand; however, Shaw sought to kill the man. I intervened but that had him almost kill me, and I could tell he was already beginning to question the state of the Templar. Eventually, he became completely unhinged. I informed him that his masters ordered that the other Witches were not to be killed unless necessary. That stopped him from killing initially. However, after our second defeat, he disregarded his orders and tried to kill them all.”

	She took a moment to process the information as she looked Jeremiah over. “I can see the trouble he brought you,” referring to Jeremiah’s sour expression, battered appearance, and missing arm. “I appreciate that you brought him back even so. Allow me to mend you.”

	Jeremiah accepted by rolling up his sleeve to reveal the entire prosthetic so that it could be removed. The still healing nub was bandaged beneath. The bloody cloth was removed as well, showing muscle and bone.

	“Tro Eser,” the Matriarch cast. The raw flesh was instantly coated over by new skin and then began to grow until his arm was fully restored.

	He tested his fingers and was satisfied with their function. As gratitude, and continuing where he left off, he offered an important warning, “I fully believe Shaw does not trust the lie anymore.”

	“If only it could have been kept up,” the Matriarch looked disappointed. “We most likely won’t be able to use him ever again. How unfortunate to lose one of our most powerful tools. To think the Apostate would have been able to survive a full outfit of Inquisitors and the old Templars’ most ruthless Hunter. Explain what happened.”

	“The Apostate is an Altered for one,” he began to give excuses. “A half-blooded vampire, from what I could tell, which means she is not bound by the Conditions of the Soulless. As well, she had help this time from three other Witches.”

	“A third?” that the Matriarch did not expect.

	“Just a novice in the making,” he cleared up. “But the other two that the Magistrate informed us about were unbelievably strong, far more than what I was told we would face if they got involved. I would classify them both as Madam Superior rank. Though, Shaw had some words to say about the redhead. She might be of even greater power.”

	“That would not be possible,” the Matriarch rejected the notion.

	“Unless someone lied to me,” he challenged.

	“That would not be possible,” she repeated sternly. “The information we have comes from an incorruptible source that interprets the Celestial Body. Whatever you were told is absolutely true.”

	“My apologies,” he accepted the excuse with a glare. “I must have been mistaken. I guess I’m not as strong as I thought I was. And, because of my failings, what are your plans to deal with the Apostate now?”

	Following a pause, she spoke with great disappointment as she made her decision, “It is taboo for magic users to kill each other. That’s the very reason why we can’t let Apostates roam free or else they may be taken in by the Black Cast. And that’s why we keep the Inquisition around to deal with these threats that, if we dealt with ourselves, would risk corrupting our Arcane Bodies. But when there’s no other option, and with this third attempt being a failure, there is no other option, we’ll have to send a Witch to deal with the Apostate.”

	“Then, from here on, I leave this matter in your hands.” Jeremiah turned around to make his departure. However, his action was interrupted by a third party voicing themselves.

	The jaw of a skull on the desk popped open and a woman spoke through, “Matriarch! There has been a change to the Venutian Grimoire! You need to see this immediately!”

	Changes were not uncommon as the book constantly changed with new information and rewrote old truths to fit present circumstances. So, for there to be a declaration that there was a change meant the change must have been significant.

	The Matriarch did not bother asking for an explanation over the psycom as she understood the importance of seeing and reading the changes with her own eyes. She only ensured, “I will be right up.”

	She stood, her powerful posture making her height stretch to something even grander. Reaching back, her staff which stood even taller than herself, colored entirely angelic white and having absolutely no other details, was retrieved from a display case behind her. Then she stepped around her desk only to take a moment and stand beside Jeremiah who had remained as an eavesdropper. She asked him, “Would you like to accompany me?”

	“I feel I should not,” he understood that he was not a Witch and that alone was a reason to exclude him from this significant event.

	“I insist,” she invited him along anyway.

	He did not argue as he offered her the lead. She took it and he followed behind, both stepping onto the elevator that began heading even further upward until they reached the peak of the tower. The very top was an atrium with a wide cone-shaped ceiling made entirely of window panels.

	The room spanned the full width of the tower with little obstruction of the open space. Truly, there were only four symmetrically aligned metal staircases located on the perimeter of the room which spiraled back toward the center. They each connected and held up a small platform in the very center of the room, directly overhead of the elevator shaft.

	Waiting right at the top of the lift was a robed woman with an overwhelmed expression. She looked to the Matriarch, then to the unexpected guest, and then back to the Matriarch. Any questions and concerns were put aside as she quickly ushered them along, “Right this way,” and they went over to a staircase. “Hurry, hurry,” up the steps they went. “None of us know what this means,” she admitted as they reached the top. “We hope for your insight,” an extended arm indicated the book held in a glass case as the uncertainty.

	Great power radiated from the object. The Venutian Grimoire was large but not unwieldy in size, able to be held in the hands of a single person. The book binding was crafted from solidified light which took a close appearance to ceramic. The smooth, hardened surface was the purest kind of white with inky whisps of cosmic purple.

	The Matriarch approached and looked closely at the page currently open. Her eyes widened with surprise which was something she did not expect to feel. So many situations she had considered when she had been called upon, but not this.

	The book was open to the index of the Twelve Primary Houses, the covens that led and created smaller covens. Yet, there was another among them, a thirteenth primary house. It was named ‘The House of Benevolent Madness.’

	The woman spoke her confusion, “There has not been a new primary house since the founding of the Magistrate. And I know that none of the other houses ever discussed making one. Many are actually opposed to the idea. That means the Celestial Body must be responsible. But why?”

	“I do not know,” the Matriarch confessed. And, like the rest, she wanted answers.

	Her hand lifted causing the grimoire to rapidly flip through thousands of pages that could not have fit within a normal tome. The section searched out and stopped on was the one dedicated to The House of Benevolent Madness which was newly added. It currently only consisted of two pages.

	The first lines on the first page listed the members. The one on the top of that list, the Matriarch of the coven, was Marcy Lox. The following members included Rachael Liminal, Emily Adams, Ligaya Baquiran, Olivia Liminal, and Andrew Liminal. Additional information included their affinities, magical rankings, and other attributes such as if any were an Avatar, an Altered, or a Fabled.

	The second page only contained the location of the coven, the city of Darkess Noir in the state of Washington.

	Matriarch Althea immediately recognized the name Marcy Lox as the Apostate that the Magistrate and the Inquisition had an Execution Order out on. But to be in the Venutian Grimoire, as a Matriarch of a primary house of all things, meant she had been acknowledged by the Celestial Body as an ally.

	“It seems,” the Matriarch confessed to Jerimiah’s earlier claim, “we were both lied to after all. Though, the lie most likely came after the fact.”

	“For what reason?” He sought an explanation. “A lot of trouble could have been avoided had these Witches been brought into the fold earlier. There’s also the fact that the Inquisition might have succeeded and the Ap— Matriarch Marcy would be dead.”

	“The ways of the Celestial Body are beyond mortal comprehension I’m afraid,” Matriarch Althea spoke vaguely. “Perhaps this was a turning point. The …” knowing Apostate was no longer the correct term, “Marcy, Matriarch Marcy might have very much been a threat up until this point. But that fate has changed. Or, perhaps this was a test, as much one for them as one for us. Whatever the case, the Execution Order will need to be rescinded. Would you get on that right away, Jeremiah?”

	“Understood,” he accepted without further questions and made his leave.

	“Keeper,” the Matriarch was then speaking to the robed woman.

	“Yes, Matriarch?” she waited dutifully for instructions.

	“Contact the other houses,” the Matriarch ordered, “and make sure an invitation reaches the House of Benevolent Madness. We will be having our decennial assembly early.”

	The Keeper was concerned after hearing the declaration. This broke tradition. Regardless, she accepted the order by inquiring, “Which ceremony will we be conducting?”

	“There is a new house to welcome,” the Matriarch said more as a threat. This change, even made by the Celestial Body, was not welcomed. Althea was among the most vocal to reject adding a new house. She needed to see what these Witches were capable of and, honestly, intended to find a way to have them expelled from the Magistrate that they had not even been invited to join. “We will be conducting all three, Sabbath of the Body, Divination of the Mind, and Séance of the Soul.”
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Word of Power: Tro Eser

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Entropy Magic.

	 

	Description: Acceleration of the natural healing properties of the human body to rapidly recover injuries. Any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a basic level. The ability to heal complex wounds and regenerate entire limbs requires an extensive knowledge of human biology to knit back flesh with accuracy.

	 

	Caution: Attempts to heal complex injuries without the needed knowledge may result in, at best, blood colts, at worst, the development of cancer cells, and/or disfigurement.

	 

	Note: Magic of this sort cannot be cast on oneself due to the fact that the Essence used by the Arcane Body directly interferes with the energy used by the human body during the healing process.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Doblo

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Entropy Magic.

	[Primary] Material Magic.

	[-Subsect] Water Magic.

	 

	Description: Infusion of blood into any type of magic that 

	enhances the strength of the spell.

	 

	Caution: Magic of this sort has a high likelihood to dampen the Arcane Body of the caster. Excessive use may result in the loss of one’s soul.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Tratesh

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Spatial Magic.

	 

	Description: Destroy whatever comes in contact with the caster for a short duration.

	 

	Note: Specific areas of the body such as hands, legs, torso, and/or etc. can be independently imbued with this spell, allowing the caster to direct the use of magic for a more or less offensive and/or defensive means.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Eldish

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Spectrum Magic.

	 

	Description: The projection of a barrier with an immense amount of durability but degrades rapidly after being cast.

	 

	Note: Can repel and even inflict injury to Demons and Dark Fabled that are in close proximity.

	



	 

	 

	 

	 

	Word of Power: Coyde

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Spectrum Magic.

	 

	Description: By refracting even the slightest amount of light in an area, a copy of an object can be made. The higher the skill of the Witch, the more complex the object can be. The greatest of prodigies are even capable of having their creations perform actions.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Unreth

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Force Magic.

	 

	Description: Apply information into a spell, enabling the magic to travel a guided path or track a specific target.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Cetted

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Force Magic.

	 

	Description: Enable the caster to pinpoint specific objects, people, concepts, and/or etc. within the area surrounding them.

	 

	Note: Requires an additional word or words of power to classify the specific object, people, concept, and/or etc.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Al Tes

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Force Magic.

	 

	Description: Pull an object or objects towards the caster. Though any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a subconscious level, those with an understanding of the physics are more capable.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Rikest

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Energy Magic.

	[-Subsect] Lightning Magic.

	 

	Description: The manifestation and manipulation of electricity by charging surrounding particles. Though any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a subconscious level, those with an understanding of the science are more capable.

	
Caution: Failing to release the magic properly, either due to hesitation and/or distraction, can result in self injury similar to being electrocuted. This is among the most dangerous class of magic since electric charges passing through the heart can result in death.




	 

	 

	 

	 

	Word of Power: Ina Tema

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Energy Magic.

	[-Subsect] Lightning Magic.

	[Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Entropy Magic.

	 

	Description: Apply electric signals to inanimate objects to give them the appearance of life and/or functionality, not actual life.

	 

	Note: The primary spell most often used by Necromancers to reanimate bodies and bones.

	 

	Note: With the emergence of modern technology, machinery has become a prime target for this spell creating the emergence of Technomancers.

	



	 

	Word of Power: Inra Etema

	 

	Classification:      [Primary] Temporal Magic.

	[-Subsect] Entropy Magic.

	 

	Description: Instill one’s own Essence into deceased individuals and/or inanimate objects to give them true life.

	 

	Note: A master class spell that less than ten individuals have ever been documented casting with success.

	
Note: People and/or creatures given life by this spell are not the same being who used to inhabit the body. Individuals and/or objects are an extension of the one that cast the spell because it is their Essence that now inhabits the target.

Caution: Beware chasing the goal of true resurrection. Due to the nature of death, the soul descending into the Dead Realms and the consciousness rising into the Dream Realm, obtaining one piece of a person is an impossible task. Finding the other is double that. Without both, the person you seek to return will not be fully complete, either a soulless version of themselves, or a reincarnated version that will hold an independent existence from their past life.




	 

	 

	Word of Power: Lalqus

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Energy Magic.

	[-Subsect] Wind Magic.

	 

	Description: The manifestation of heat to create uneven pressure causing the air to move. Though any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a subconscious level, those with an understanding of the science are more capable. 

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Chrocs

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Energy Magic.

	[-Subsect] Fire Magic.

	 

	Description: The manifestation of heat at a more intense level causing combustion followed by the manipulation of said combustion. Though any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a subconscious level, those with an understanding of the science are more capable.

	 

	Caution: Failing to release the magic properly, either due to hesitation and/or distraction, can result in self-injury similar to being burned.




	 

	Word of Power: Ila Motem

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Energy Magic.

	[-Subsect] Fire Magic.

	 

	Description: The use of one’s own body heat to create and maintain combustion that surrounds their body.

	 

	Caution: An extremely dangerous spell that if control is lost may result in severe burns and even death.

	 

	Caution: Due to surrounding oneself in flames, asphyxiation is a major risk.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Potrus

	 

	Classification: [Primary] Material Magic.

	[-Subsect] Nature Magic.

	 

	Description: Acceleration of the natural development of a plant or plants to cause explosive growth. Any Witch can achieve the use of this magic on a basic level. Higher-skilled Witches with an understanding of botany can grow plants with far greater accuracy than their target development.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Nripso

	 

	Classification: Form

	 

	Description: Give shape to the casted spell: Surrounds a targeted area with magic.

	 

	

	 

	 

	Word of Power: Pesimas

	 

	Classification: Form

	 

	Description: Give shape to the casted spell: Creates a wall using magic.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Respa

	 

	Classification: Form

	 

	Description: Give shape to the casted spell: Create a long rod made of magic.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Ret Egra

	 

	Classification: Form

	 

	Description: Makes the casted spell more powerful.

	 

	

	 

	 

	Word of Power: Sep Reh

	 

	Classification: Form

	 

	Description: Give shape to the casted spell: Create a ball of magic.

	



	 

	 

	Word of Power: Cigma

	 

	Classification: Magic Vocabulary

	 

	Description: The word of power for Arcane.
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