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Chapter 1 - Home Invasion
 
“And in three months, after I graduate,” Lena Tebaeu read from her essay before glancing nervously at her teacher, “I’m leaving this dreadfully dull town in search of a little adventure. I don’t care if I end up living in the city or a small town in the mountains. Anyplace is better than Parsons-Boring-Kansas. Nothing to do. All the same, dreary people. The land is so flat, flat, flat, with no personality whatsoever. There’s only field after field of green and yellow, yellow and green. I can’t understand why people stay here. They have no life; I have no life. Three months can’t come fast enough for me.”
Lena dropped her paper on the teacher’s wooden desk and quickly walked down the row to sit at her desk. She hated speaking in front of the class, especially in front of her Language Arts teacher, Miss Live-in-a-Happy-Fantasy-World. 
“Well…” Miss Happy replied with a fake smile, “There were quite a few sentence fragments; but did you notice, class, how it helped add voice to the essay?” She stood up with a small stack of folded papers. “Report cards!” The class groaned. “Have your parents sign them and return them by tomorrow, or I get to call your home.” Another groan.
Lena began to gather the books from under her desk after a glimpse at the clock above the door. The teacher’s skirt swept across her arm as she passed by, dropping the report card on Lena’s desk. Lena peered apprehensively at the green folded paper, then slowly lifted it open. Four of her A’s had dropped to D’s and F’s, just as she expected. She hoped that after the counselor had talked to her about her father’s hospitalization, the teachers would have given her an incomplete instead of a letter grade. She slammed the report card shut and shook her head. “Morons,” she whispered. 
“What’s wrong?” her friend, Trace, asked from the desk beside her. Trace was relatively new to the school, registering a month before the fourth quarter started. They hit it off well the very day she arrived. They seemed to have everything in common…and it certainly didn’t hurt Lena’s social life. Trace could be described in one simple word: sexy. She looked older than eighteen (she could have passed for twenty-two), and she often violated the dress code, which made the crowd of boys around her and Lena grow to exciting proportions. 
Lena brushed her fingers through her long, dirty-blonde hair. “Not on honor roll third quarter. These jerks never heard of extenuating circumstances.”
“You never caught up?” she asked as she refastened a barrette in her short, black hair.
Lena looked at Trace and shook her head, causing Trace to sigh and sink a little in her chair.
“I haven’t had time,” Lena explained.
“Your dad’s been home two weeks.”
“You don’t understand. He walked out of the hospital against the doctor’s advice. Dad said his heart had a greater chance of crapping out in the hospital where they keep poking him with all the needles and I.V.’s than at home with me.” She tapped her fingers on her books. “I’ve been trying to keep things happy and stress-free for him.”
“Well, a bad report card’s not going to make him happy.”
Lena groaned, “No, it’s not.” She stood the report card upright on her books and stared at it thoughtfully. “That’s why he’s not going to see it.” She stuffed it into her large calculus book. “The printer at school has just mysteriously broke and report cards won’t be sent out for another week or so.” The school bell rang and she glared at Miss Happy at her desk. “I’ll figure out the telephone problem later.”
* * *
Lena walked from the alley behind their house, past their separated two-car garage, and along the long drive that ran beside their backyard’s tall wooden fence to the road that ran in front of her house. She bounced up three steps to the wooden porch of her small, two-story house, then opened the front door. 
She loved her house, even though she couldn’t stand where it was located. She kept it neat and picked up, because crowded spaces sometimes put her father in a bad mood. There was no mother to help her out. Her mother died when she was three, and she could only recall faint images of her face; but there were pictures of her everywhere. Although her mother had the same long, dirt-blonde hair and petite body frame, most of Lena’s facial features were from her father: dark blue eyes, a slight dip in the middle of her nose, slightly thicker eyebrows than the average female (perhaps because she hated plucking her eyebrows), and dimples when she smiled. If her hair was in just the right light, a bit of strawberry color showed up. The red was entirely from her father’s side – inherited from her father, which was inherited from his father, Christopher Tebaeu.
Through a small archway between the hallway entrance and the living room, she could see her father, Tim, sitting in his leather rocking chair. On the wall past her father were the antique china cabinet and back door, then to the left behind the wall with the television were a dining room and small kitchen.
Lena looked worriedly at her father as he stared at the television, looking as overweight as ever. The weight went on after her mother died. Apparently nothing mattered to him for a long while after her death (except Lena), so the only father Lena could ever remember was overweight. Her Grandfather Chris explained that the Tebaeus had a very hard time losing their loved ones; then he would add with a smile that his parents, Katrine and Robert, had cheated death of this victory.
Lena never understood why he thought his parents had cheated death. When they were in their eighties, they were found dead in each other’s arms. They never got sick, so when they both ended up dying on the same day, there was an investigation. The doctors and crime scene investigators, however, couldn’t find anything to suggest foul play. They had to conclude natural causes…old age. Lena wanted to tell her grandfather that it sounded like death cheated them instead of the other way around. It was obvious to her that one had to die first; then the other, too emotionally incapable of losing their loved one, committed suicide or just died of a broken heart. Death was victorious. She would never understand her grandfather’s smile when he talked about their tragic Romeo-and-Juliet-type ending.
“Hey, Dad,” she said as she closed the door behind her. 
He turned to her and smiled. “Hi, Sweetheart. How was your day at school?”
“Great, as usual.” She glanced up the stairs to her right, wanting to race upstairs before he remembered report cards.
“Be careful what you wish for,” her father said as he turned back toward the television.
Lena looked at him confused. She sighed and dropped her backpack to the floor. “Dad, you’re having one of your insightful moments, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” he said without looking at her.
Lena smiled. “Okay. Spit it out.”
He turned toward her and raised his eyebrows. “You said ‘Great, as usual’, which really means not so great. So I’m guessing your grades came back lower than expected… because of me. You feel trapped, like you’re wasting your time in this small town and graduation just isn’t getting here fast enough. You feel you’re smart enough to just have a go of it in the city right now and have some real adventures.”
“You read my essay, didn’t you?” Lena tilted her head. “So why do I need to be careful about wishing for a little adventure?”
“Because it might just happen. Remind me later to tell you some of Grandpa Chris’s stories.” 
Lena shook her head with a smirk on her face. It was one of his favorite lines he liked to bug her with: Remind me later to tell you some of Grandpa Chris’s stories. She never asked her Dad to share them with her. She didn’t have time to sit around and listen to the exciting tale about the checker tournament they had back in 2101, or the great cow-wrestling competition back in 2120. “I’m going upstairs to do my calculus now so that I can go to the park later with Trace and throw the softball.”
“Sounds good,” he answered, turning back to the television. 
Lena bit her lip. “Do you think she can come over afterwards for a soda or something? She’s always saying she’d like to meet you. She’s really cool. You’d like her.”
Her father looked at her uncomfortably. “Lena, honey, I don’t think I’m up for visitors yet.”
“It’ll just be for half an hour. Her parents are on a trip, and I really think she’s lonely. We’ll just say hi, then hang out in my bedroom. Door closed.”
He sighed and sat back in his chair. “I suppose.” He flipped through the stations. “Phil’s coming by in a couple of minutes to check on me.”
Lena nodded her head. “Good.” 
Phil was a nurse who made house calls ever since her father walked out of the hospital. He was kind of a funny nurse – a large man who probably lifted weights any spare minute he could find. He was always loud and boastful, and not very good at sugarcoating the truth. She had noticed her father falter and hold his heart too many times in the past week. Phil would tell her exactly how serious the problem was. 
She turned and ran up the stairs to her room, closed the door behind her, and dumped the books from her backpack out on her desk. After grabbing a candy bar from her desk drawer, she switched on a laptop and watched it boot up. 
She placed headphones over her ears and played a couple of minutes on a website, selecting songs she wanted to hear, since listening to music helped her considerably when it came to math. After she opened her math book and worked through the first couple of problems, she could hear voices downstairs mixing with the music from her headphones. Phil must have arrived. She tried to hurry through the problem because she wanted to hear everything he had to say. Her table vibrated a bit from an impact downstairs – probably her father closing the front door. When she finished writing the answer on her paper, she grabbed the mouse to her computer and clicked pause. Downstairs she could hear two male voices, neither of which was her father’s. Phil must have brought an assistant.
Grabbing the last bite of the candy bar in her hand, she slowly opened her bedroom door and made her way down the stairs. She listened to the conversation below as she swallowed what was in her mouth and licked her fingers clean.
“I didn’t know he had a bum ticker.”
“What are we going to do now? We’re dead men.”
Lena slowed at the bottom of the stairs, her eyes opening wider as the scene before her came to light. Her father was flat on his back upon the living room floor; two strangers, one tall and lanky with an unkempt face and light brown hair stood on one side of her father, while a larger man in a black suit with short black hair stood on the other. She stared in disbelief at her father’s chest as the two men noticed her. Her father wasn’t breathing.
“Grab her!” the man in black yelled in a deep voice as he charged after her.
Lena quickly turned and grabbed the front door’s doorknob and tried to twist it, but it was jammed. She pulled at it frantically, trying to get it to budge, until she felt a hand grab her upper arm and swirl her around. They slammed her back against the door, each man holding one of her upper arms. She hardly looked at them, for she found herself unable to tear her eyes away from her father.
“Is he dead?” she cried.
“Stone cold,” the man in black answered as he stuck his face into hers. “You’re going to join him if you don’t give us what we want.”
Lena swallowed and peered anxiously at the two men. “What do you want?”
“The labyrinths.”
“What are labyrinths?”
The man in black shook his head angrily and pushed away from her. “Don’t play games with us.”  
The skinny man smiled, revealing very yellow teeth.  “Maybe she thinks we’re weak warlocks,” he said in a voice that rang of backwoods redneck stupidity. He released her arm and motioned with his head behind him. “Looky what we can do.”
Behind him, Lena watched the television set lift into the air. She held her breath at the sight, then screamed and covered her face when it flew and shattered into pieces against an archway above, dropping pieces of broken screen and television parts onto her father. Her body began to shake even more.
“Tell us where the labyrinths are,” the man in black repeated.
Lena looked at him with her mouth open, trying to speak as her mind raced furiously. Labyrinths sounded familiar. “We might have some. What do they look like?”
He shook his head, frustrated. “Most are probably gold. Round, usually with a design on top.”
She realized what they wanted. “Yes! They’re in my father’s top dresser drawer. They’re family heirlooms.”
The skinny man nodded his head up the stairs. “Lead the way.”
Lena gazed upon her father on the floor, wishing she could rush over to him. He couldn’t be dead. It was impossible. 
When she was pushed toward the stairs, she reluctantly led them upstairs to her father’s room. The man in black rushed past her, pulled open the top drawer, and started sifting through underwear and socks. His face wore a scowl when he lifted two necklaces in the air. Each had a coin-sized gold piece dangling on the end.
“Is this what you were talking about?” he asked.
Lena quickly nodded her head. “My father called them soul labyrinths. My great grandparents were wearing them when they died.”
The man looked at the coins more intensely. “Katrine and Robert?”
Lena again nodded, wondering why the man knew her great grandparents’ names. The skinny man passed beside her to look at the coins. “Do you think Shade will want them?”
Lena slowly backed toward the door now that no one was behind her, but stopped when the man in black looked at her. 
“What we’re looking for is bigger. The size of a small jewelry box with a top that lifts up. Inside is a green maze.”
Lena shook her head. “We don’t have anything like that. I swear.”
He wrapped his hand around the soul labyrinth necklaces. “You have them, and you’re not telling us. Guess we’re going to have to force it out of you.”
Lena swirled around and charged out the door. A knock on the front door as she flew down the stairs was the most welcome sound she had ever heard. “Phil!” She reached down to the doorknob and flung the door open. Phil’s strong face appeared startled as Lena charged out beside him. “Two men are upstairs! They killed Dad!” Tears began to pour from her eyes as she hid behind him.
Phil peered cautiously in the doorway as he quickly reached for a cell phone hanging on his belt. He glanced upstairs, but no one was descending. “How long has your father been down?” he asked as he pressed a button on the phone and brought it to his ear.
Lena’s voice trembled, “Only a couple of minutes, I think.” She wanted to run back inside and at the same time run away. There was still no noise from upstairs. Phil placed his hand in front of her and backed her up as he requested squad cars and an ambulance over the phone, and they waited several agonizing minutes for them to arrive. 
The police cautiously walked upstairs and searched the floor, only to find the rooms vacant. When the emergency medical team was let in, they saw no need in trying to revive Tim Tebaeu.


 

Chapter 2 - Graveside Chats
 
Lena rested her head on her father’s gravestone and looked up at Trace with bloodshot eyes. Trace was looking at the other headstones in the plot. At the far end were her great grandparents, Katrine and Robert Tebaeu (they shared a headstone); beside them were her Grandfather Chris and his wife, Heather. Chris had died only two years ago from age-related problems. Then there was an open space left beside Chris, reserved for Chris’s two younger brothers, Ryan and Evan. No one knew where they were, but they were still alive. Every once in a while they would leave flowers and a card at their brother’s and parents’ gravesites; and Lena had a vague recollection of a visit or two from them when she was younger. Her father said that they showed for all the funerals, but stayed in the distance, away from the other mourners, avoiding unwanted conversations. 
Finally, between her father’s grave and the empty space was her mother, Sandra, who happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. She had traveled to Wichita to do some shopping, but became the victim of a brutal mugging when she stumbled into an alley off the main road.
Trace had been a constant companion the past four days, never leaving Lena alone since her father’s death. Lena looked at her friend’s tired face, realizing they both needed a break from each other. “Take off, Trace. You don’t need to be here.”
Trace turned her eyes away from her grandfather’s stone. “I don’t want to leave you alone.”
“You’ve done too much already.” Her fingers fiddled thoughtfully with the grass she sat on. “Aren’t your parents due back from their trip today anyway?”
Trace shook her head. “No. They called and said they were going to stay a couple more days.”
Lena shook her head disappointedly. She had never even seen Trace’s parents because they were always touring the countryside or on business trips. It was understandable that Trace seemed to want to spend every waking moment with Lena. Her life had to be incredibly lonely. Still, Lena needed a break from her constant companionship.
“Trace, I need to be alone…just for a little while. I need a private conversation with my dad.”
Trace looked sympathetically at Lena, then reluctantly nodded her head. “If that’s what you really want.”
“Yes, it is.”
She sighed and looked in the distance. “I’ll be home. After you’re done here, visit me so I know you’re all right.”
Lena gave a weak smile. “Okay.”
Trace slowly walked to a small red car parked on a dirt road that ran through the cemetery, intently watched Lena as she climbed into the driver’s seat, then drove away.
Still resting her head against the gravestone, Lena ran her hand across the smooth grass in front of her. Underneath were her father’s ashes.
“Well, Dad, looks like in a couple of days Mom’s parents are coming to help me out, then they’ll probably take me up to their place.” She paused. “Wish I knew them better. Have to enter a new school so close to graduation.” Her eyes started to tear up. “Can’t pretend I’m not a little scared. You know I’ve always hated Kansas – but at the same time, I’ve never been anywhere else. I’m not sure what to expect.” She quietly sniffed and turned her attention to the clouds. She watched them for several minutes as they floated in the sky; and she pretended that her father was sitting beside her, watching them with her. 
Her thoughts drifted towards the two men who had caused his heart attack. The image of the television rising into the air and smashing into the archway once again entered her head, just as it had every day since the attack. Who were they, and why would they know Katrine and Robert’s names? Was there really more to her small-town family from Po-dunk Parsons than met the eye? 
She sighed and closed her eyes. “I wouldn’t mind hearing one of Grandpa Chris’s stories right about now, Dad.”
A man’s voice near her great grandparents’ headstone startled her. “Once upon a time, there was a not-so-ordinary girl named Katrine.”
Lena sat up and looked toward the voice. A man who appeared to be in his upper twenties leaned against Katrine and Robert’s stone. He wore a long, black trench coat, which complemented his shoulder-length, wavy black hair and stubbly face. It was not an unattractive face under the stubble – all his features were perfect, not too big, not too small. But there were two four-inch scars that marred his right cheek, and his right arm was missing from the elbow down. 
Lena stood up and took a step backwards. “Excuse me, but this is a private conversation.”
“Yes, it is,” he nodded in agreement. “Between you and me.”
Lena looked him up and down, growing both nervous and intrigued by the stranger. “Who are you?’
“I thought you wanted to hear a story.”
“I’d like to know who you are,” she stated louder.
“My story will tell you.”
Lena looked around the cemetery and grew comforted by the fact that it was a busy day. There were at least four other groups roaming the grounds. She looked back at the stranger. “Okay…I suppose. Tell me a story.”
“There was once a scientist, a human population biologist, who had the luck of becoming a warlock.” 
Lena’s heart began to beat wildly at the mention of a warlock, and she wondered if the stranger was associated with the two men who had killed her father.
“He lived for a good research project, so when he was turned into a warlock, he decided to do a study on them. You see, it was once believed that the entire warlock-witch population was due to a single man: the original warlock, Imperius Grumley. Grumley empowered 83 individuals. These individuals each had the capability of empowering just one individual. So there were 83 warlocks and witches who empowered 83 more warlocks and witches (second generation), who empowered 83 more warlocks and witches (third generation), and so on. Eighty-three lines established.
“This scientist came upon some interesting data when he examined the eighth generation of warlocks and witches. A line had disappeared. A warlock was killed before he was able to empower anyone. A few generations later, two lines disappeared. Near the end of his flowchart, there were only 35 lines still remaining. Now you can imagine the concern,” he said as he waved his hand in front of him. “What if all the lines died out? An entire type of human would be eliminated from the population.”
“There was a fascinating anomaly in the data that this scientist noted, however. There were warlock and witch lines that mysteriously appeared out of nowhere. Imperius Grumley had nothing to do with them. He painstakingly traced six back to the offspring of two couples: Alyssa and John Albrecht, and Rebecca and James Albrecht, four very magically gifted individuals. But it was not these four who figured out how to create extra lines of warlocks.” He rubbed his hand over Katrine and Robert’s headstone, looking at it intensely. “It was their good friend, Katrine Tebaeu…so powerful that warlocks dared not challenge her.” He looked up at Lena and tilted his head thoughtfully. “Except me. I sent thirteen after her once. They came back with their memories erased. Vegetables. Some say she may have been more powerful than Imperius Grumley,” the stranger said before he gave a slight shrug, “but the two never saw fit to challenge each other.”
Lena shook her head. “You’re so full of bull. If my great grandmother could make witches and warlocks, my Grandpa Chris would have been one, my father would have been one, and I would have been one.”
“No,” he said shaking his head. “Katrine wanted to live out her life in secrecy. She wanted to enjoy quality time with her husband and children, away from the magical community.” He walked toward Lena until he was behind her mother’s headstone and gazed at it thoughtfully. “I was the only one who ever found out where Katrine lived because of a blunder. Your mother, in a time of economic need, was trying to pawn a time-travel device called a labyrinth for money. Took it out of a special container – a box that hid it from us, a box that anyone could just reach their hand into and take the labyrinth from. Usually labyrinths don’t budge for anyone except the owner. It was unlucky for her, I suppose, that this special box was there. A mortal carrying around a full-sized labyrinth,” he said in disbelief. “Easy prey. Since warlocks and witches can easily detect the living soul of a labyrinth, it didn’t take long for a close companion of mine to spot Sandra on the street.” 
Lena felt her eyes water. She took a deep breath. “Did you kill her?”
“The information in her wallet showed me where to search for the other full-sized labyrinths like the one Sandra possessed. It told me where I might find Katrine’s family – in this small, insignificant town called Parsons, Kansas.”
Lena started to breathe harder. She wanted to yell for help, but for some inexplicable reason, couldn’t. She tried to take a step back, but remained rooted to her spot.
“Your great grandmother wasn’t a witch,” he continued. “She was what we call a link. She was capable of giving supplemental power to warlocks and witches so that when they time-traveled, they wouldn’t experience any fluctuations in power (which is a huge problem many wish to overcome), and they would become incredibly strong. But she only had this power when her reincarnated soul, found in Alyssa Albrecht, was in her future, thinking about her. 
“Before it was discovered that Katrine could not only supplement a warlock’s power, but could also turn humans into warlocks and witches (such as what she did to the Albrecht children), warlocks used to use links, then kill them right away so that no one else could use them. Now they’re hunted for a different reason. They are to be kept alive, hidden, in the service of their captors. Warlock lines are to be created. Men and women with the same ambitions are to become united.” His head nodded towards the first headstone. “I created a small army with a mission that I believe Robert Tebaeu would have appreciated, since he found the classic good versus evil battle so intriguing. I chose to wage a war on the human spirit. To challenge a human spirit, to test its limits and strength…it gives me more pleasure than words can describe; but then if the spirit breaks and I no longer find a challenge to satisfy my thirst, it becomes time to move on to another opponent…because I love the war too much for it to end.” He looked fondly at Lena. “I found your spirit particularly worthy of my war.” 
Lena felt so frustrated with herself, standing there listening to him, letting him approach her. She looked to a nearby group of people, wanting to flee to them and plead for help, but her feet weren’t listening to her brain. The man pulled out Katrine and Robert’s soul labyrinths from his coat pocket and dangled them on their chains. As she stared at them, her heart began to pound so hard that she had to take a deep breath. 
“Are you Shade?”
Shade nodded. “I killed the two warlocks who caused your father’s heart attack. They were trying to do me a favor, without my permission, and ended up interfering with my original plan to read your father’s mind to find the labyrinths, steal them, then recruit you to spy on a weapons lab. I was even prepared to turn you into a witch.” He laughed. “I’m glad I didn’t rush into that plan and gave you a fake witch-potion first, because things certainly worked out.” He nodded his head thoughtfully at her, then swung the labyrinths upward and caught them in his hand. “I could grab the labyrinths now, then deliver them to my younger self if I wanted, but that would mean altering the past that I know…which I doubt can be done. Fate is stronger than all of us, and what we know is set in stone.” He stepped out from behind the headstone, approached her, and placed the soul labyrinths in Lena’s hand. “At least I have a few sweet moments in my past…like the time I forced you to watch your mother die.”
“My mother is already dead,” Lena whispered. “I can’t watch her die.”
“Is your eighteen-year-old mind not making simple connections? That is what a labyrinth is for – to travel back and forth in time…to roam more freely, to make your mark on the past and the future, and to seek out links. It is because of time travel that I sought you out in the first place. The labyrinths owned by Sam Albrecht were too difficult to obtain since he kept them hidden at the weapons lab. You were a much easier target.”
“But I have no labyrinths!” Lena huffed.
Shade smiled. “They’re inheritance.” He raised his left hand when he was only inches away from her and placed it between them. A large knife appeared out of nowhere. Lena began panting from fear, unable to understand why she just stood there as he pressed it at the base of her ribs and angled it upward. “You and I are enemies – bitter rivals to the end. You’ve taken so much away from me that all I can hope is that I cause you half the pain you have caused me.”
“I don’t even know you,” Lena cried.
“You’ll meet a younger me tomorrow evening, if I don’t kill you now. What pleasure it would give me to lift this knife, pierce your lungs and puncture your heart.”
She closed her eyes, unable to move. She felt as though she was going to pass out. “Please don’t.”
When she heard no response, she opened her eyes to see him smiling. “Remember that I didn’t.” He pressed the knife a little harder against the underside of her ribs and leaned over to whisper in her ear, “Remember that when you were a mortal, I could have easily ended you…but I didn’t.” The knife disappeared. “Someday you will understand how hard it was for me to let you live.”
Lena breathed a small sigh of relief, though her body still trembled.
“Several times you’ve tried to flee, once you’ve tried to call for help, but I had control of you, stopping you. How does it feel to be completely powerless over your own actions?”
Lena looked down at the grass. “Please leave.”
“I haven’t got what I came here for.”
She held her breath and looked up at him. “What did you come for?”
“A kiss.”
She stared at him, both puzzled and appalled. As he slid his hand between her neck and her hair, then idly twirled her hair around his hand, she tried to punch him; but she couldn’t raise her arm.
“Can’t punch someone who has control over you. Now kiss me like you mean it.”
She felt herself become suddenly aroused. “You’re evil,” she said quietly.
“It’s your fault I do what I do.”
She took several deep breaths, trying to fight whatever he was doing to her, but the sensations inside kept growing. He lowered his head so that his lips were nearly touching hers.
“You initiate it,” he whispered.
She closed her eyes and inhaled deeply. All she wanted in the world was to embrace him. She took his face in her hands and leaned forward, then kissed like lovers who had been separated for too long. When she felt him pull away after a minute or so, she opened her eyes to see his brown eyes gloating.
“Bittersweet.” He took a step backwards. “Someday that kiss will mean something to you.”
As he backed away, she felt herself gain control of her body. She could have run this time, but she chose not to. She watched angrily as he backed up to Katrine and Robert’s headstone, then disappeared into air that seemed to vibrate. She could still feel him watching her until she heard him say, “Close,” and the air returned to normal. 
She collapsed where she stood and sat in a stupor for several minutes on top of her father’s grave. Looking down at the soul labyrinths clenched in her hand, she said, “I think I’m in trouble, Dad.” She paused before quietly adding, “I wasn’t careful what I wished for.”
 


 

Chapter 3 - By the Old Oak Tree
 
The night was beginning to wane as the sun approached the horizon. Lena stared blankly out the window. Behind her she could hear Trace stir in her double bed.
“You still awake?” she mumbled.
“Can’t sleep,” Lena replied without looking back.
“Maybe you should go to school today,” Trace suggested as she turned over and readjusted her pillow. “Take your mind off things.”
Lena looked down at the mailbox as the sunlight hit her front lawn. “I forgot to check the mail yesterday.”
“It can wait,” Trace groaned. “Try to sleep.”
Lena stood up. “I need a little fresh air anyway. I’ll be back in a sec.”
Trace struggled up with a dazed expression. “I’ll go with you.”
Lena smiled, reached over and playfully pushed Trace so that she fell back in bed. “Stay. I know how to check mail by myself.”
“If you insist.” She turned, nestled the side of her head into a pillow, and fell back asleep.
Lena made her way downstairs and opened the front door, avoiding all eye contact with the spot where her father had died. She walked to the mailbox and opened it to see a single letter waiting inside. She slid it out, expecting it to be junk mail for her father, but then froze when she saw a letter addressed to her with the name Katrine Tebaeu in the upper left corner.
Lena rubbed her eyes, looked down the street, and took two deep breaths to try to clear her mind. When she was certain that she had wakened herself enough to read the mail correctly, she looked down at the letter, but Katrine’s name had not disappeared like she had expected.
“My God, I’m losing it,” she whispered as she tore the top edge of the envelope and stuck her finger in. After tearing the side open, she slid the letter out and unfolded it. A small key was taped to a letter:
 
Dear Lena,
Trace is not to be trusted. She’s a witch who works with a warlock named Shade. Lose her, then go to the bank. There’s a safe deposit box where you’ll find the labyrinths and a special drink. 
Peel this note off like a fruit rollup and eat it. Do the same for the envelope. It’s strawberry flavored…and part of a nutritious diet. Ha.
I love you. Don’t panic. There are more good guys in this world than bad.
Your Loving Great Grandmother,
Katrine
 
Lena glared up at her bedroom window, feeling as though she had been punched in the stomach; but a few things about her new best friend finally made sense. She turned back to the letter and saw a tiny arrow and a ‘Peel Here’ written in the corner. She used her fingernail and lifted its edge, then pulled a top layer of the paper off, leaving behind a formal business letter from her father’s bank.
 
Dear Lena Tebaeu,
 
Due to the recent death of your father, bank records to two accounts need to be transferred to your name. Please stop by the bank between the hours of 8 am and 5 pm, M – F, to sign the necessary documents at your earliest convenience. We are truly sorry for your loss.
 
Sincerely,
Lee Harlas Kehl
Bank Manager
 
Lena looked at the envelope and peeled off the top to reveal an envelope addressed from the bank. She looked curiously at the thin, transparent film now in her hand and crumpled it. It formed a small, smooth ball about the size of a large marble. She hesitated a moment, then popped it into her mouth. It dissolved quickly, leaving the delicious taste of real strawberries in her mouth. As she slid the small key into her pocket, she again looked up at her bedroom window. Trace was drowsily crawling up to the windowsill where she leaned the side of her face against the pane and looked down at Lena. Lena stared back. Three minutes earlier she would have mistook Trace’s efforts to watch her through the window as concern. Now she just felt stalked.
Closing the mailbox, she made her way back into the house and up to her room. Being so tired paid off; she didn’t have the energy to look nervous around her witch-watcher.
She tossed the envelope down on the bed as Trace flopped back on the bed and picked it up.
“Have to go to the bank today to sign papers.” She walked back to the window and sat, staring out at the front lawn.
“You want me to go with you?” Trace asked as she picked up the letter.
“Nah. You’ve skipped too much school as it is.”
Trace looked up, confused. “I’m not going to go to school today. Your dad just died. Stuff like this,” she said, holding up the bank letter, “is hard to do alone, Lena. I want to be there for support. You’re my best friend.”
Lena looked at her, amazed at how genuine she sounded. An idea came to light. She tilted her head. “You know, I’ve been thinking. These two strangers who attacked my father – they wanted something called ‘labyrinths’.”
“Labyrinths?” Trace repeated. “What the heck are labyrinths?”
Lena stared off into space thoughtfully. “Not really sure.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before? We could have done some research.”
Lena ignored her question. “They said that they looked like jewelry boxes. I’ve never seen anything around the house, and I don’t think we have any safe deposit boxes.” She nodded toward the letter in Trace’s hand. “The bank would have mentioned something like that. But I do recall my father mentioning something about a box being buried near the Flax Bridge by the large oak tree. He said it was a time capsule.” Lena looked at Trace’s interested face. It was easy to sound like she wasn’t lying, because she wasn’t. She and about 25 other first graders put together a time capsule and buried it by the oak tree with the help of her father, the chaperone for the day. “Do you think that’s what they were looking for?”
“Could be.” Trace seemed to be waking up rather quickly.
“Want to do some digging this morning? We’ll see what’s there.”
Trace nodded. “It’s worth a try.”
“I’ll go to the bank and do a few quick signatures – shouldn’t take long – while you pick up a couple of shovels at the hardware store. Let’s meet around nine by the Flax Bridge.”
A smile slowly spread across Trace’s face. “Yeah. Let’s do some digging.”
* * *
Lena quickly signed her name and slid it across the table to the bank clerk. “I’m in a bit of a hurry.”
The man smiled at her and stood up. “Follow me.”
They walked to the bank vault and the man unlocked a series of doors. Once she was inside, the clerk left her alone. She rushed through the box nameplates, looking for number 16 along the bottom row where the larger safe deposit boxes were located. When she found it, she quickly slid the key in the lock and turned it. It slid out easily. Instead of pulling it out completely and laying it on the center table, she stopped and stared at a golden container and a metal cylinder, resting beside each other. The container had a one square foot base and rose half a foot high. The sides were golden, but the top was transparent, showing about fifteen gold and silver labyrinths inside. Nestled in between the labyrinths in any tight space they could find were compass-looking devices. ‘Do not take labyrinths out. Outer container hides them.’ was scribbled on the transparent top in black, permanent marker in her father’s handwriting. Lena turned her attention to the cylinder. It was made of metal and was about the size of a large oatmeal box. Lena’s name was written on the metal, but the handwriting was different – it was the same as on Katrine’s letter.
Lena quickly reached in and grabbed the metal cylinder. It was heavy, filled with liquid. She looked for an opening and found an arrow pointing at a circle on the top. ‘Lena’s thumbprint here.’ Lena’s eyebrows rose, amazed at the high-tech security protecting the cylinder. She walked over to the center table, rested the cylinder on it, and placed her thumb in the circle. The metal color to the cylinder faded until a glass jar filled with green fluid replaced it. Taped to it was a note from Katrine.
 
Dear Lena,
Shade is sending 13 warlocks after me at 6 pm on Oct 24, 2102. If they come when I’m not linked, I’m a helpless mortal. I fear for the lives of my husband and three sons. If they hurt or kill Christopher, your very existence would be threatened. Please come to warn me. 
If you drink the liquid enclosed, you’ll turn into a witch in approximately 24 hours. (Don’t try any magic. You have to be trained first.) Tomorrow enter the labyrinth called Peach. Grab the compass with the Peach tree on it, open the lid to the labyrinth, concentrate on the entrance of the maze, and tell your brain to shrink the atoms in your body down (command your electrons to squeeze closer to their respective nuclei), then come meet me on March 24, 2102, at Forest Park. Tell the compass to lead you to the 2102 door, and the labyrinth’s soul, Sebastian, will help you get where you need to go. When you arrive at the door, lay your hand on it and tell it where and when to open. It’ll find me. 
If the labyrinths are situated in a magical container, please take them out and place them directly on the bottom of the safe deposit box before you leave today. This will signify that you own them, and they won’t budge if Trace or Shade should find them. 
Be careful around those two. I send my love; and Lena – I’m truly sorry about ending your life as a mortal.
Love,
Katrine 
 
Lena looked at the green liquid. “I’m not sorry, Katrine, so you shouldn’t be either.” 
Without any further hesitation, she twisted off the cap on top of the jar and drank. Her body glowed green, then returned to normal. She stared into the safe deposit box at the container with the labyrinths. After placing the labyrinths one at a time onto the surface of the safe deposit box, she threw the container into the trashcan, not caring if it was valuable or not. According to Shade, the container allowed anyone to take the labyrinths out, so it was the reason that her mother had died.
* * *
Lena casually walked across the rickety wooden Flax Bridge at the edge of town and approached the large oak tree that had been there for centuries. Trace was already there, looking intensely at the ground in the exact spot where the time capsule was buried.
“Got the shovels?” Lena asked. There was no enthusiasm in her voice. It was hard to act like she still enjoyed Trace’s company. She quickly scanned the area and found two shovels lying on the ground on the far side of the tree.
Trace looked up at Lena thoughtfully. “You know, maybe there’s really no need to do a whole bunch of digging. These bad guys that came to your house are long gone. And why would your dad bury something that’s supposedly so valuable in such an open area? Surely, if he was trying to hide something, someone would easily see him digging as they passed over the bridge.”
Lena sighed and walked over to the two shovels. “You can take off if you want. I’m going to dig.” She bent down and picked up the two shovels, hoping that Trace would take her up on her offer. She could dig really slow, take numerous breaks, and safely knock three or more hours off her twenty-four hour wait. With Trace helping, it wouldn’t take as long.
“No,” Trace sighed. “I’ll help. That’s what friends are for, right? Through thick and thin.”
Lena looked up at her and couldn’t stop a small laugh. It was Trace’s plan to bond with her, so that when Shade and Trace asked her to be their spy for some weapons lab, she would do it because Trace was her best friend, through thick and thin. 
She walked smugly up to Trace and handed her a shovel. “Let’s start on the far side of the tree.” She stabbed her shovel into the ground on the opposite side of the tree from where the capsule was buried. “If your argument is right, then my father would bury it so that the tree trunk is in the way, blocking the view if anyone should pass by.” She placed her shoe on the top of the shovel and pushed down, then looked up at Trace with a smile. “And he would probably bury it quite deep. Wouldn’t want erosion to reveal his carefully hidden treasure.”
Trace walked over to the opposite side of the tree and stabbed her shovel into the ground, directly over the time capsule. “You know? Often I have these hunches, and I find out later that my instincts were completely wrong. My instincts tell me to dig exactly where you’re going to dig, so I’m going to do exactly the opposite and dig here.”
Lena looked at Trace curiously. It was obvious she could tell exactly where the capsule was; she wondered how well she could see what was in it. Being a witch would not only be interesting, it would be very useful at times – it would stop her from digging in the wrong spots. Lena shrugged. “I guess, but Trace, it’s going to take me forever to get a deep enough hole over here. I think the ground is harder. I really need your help over here. With two shovels working in the same spot, I think it will all go quite a bit faster.” 
Trace held her breath and looked in the distance, trying to decide whether to argue. She finally turned back to Lena with a fake smile. “Why not? But you owe me dinner if the time capsule is over here. Got it?”
Lena smiled. “Sounds fair.”
Trace reluctantly walked around the tree to Lena’s spot, and they began digging. After digging three feet down, Lena suggested taking a break and getting a cold water in town. Trace readily agreed. They walked across the bridge to a small convenience store where they bought waters, all the while discussing whether or not they should continue their dig. Lena repeatedly told Trace that she should go home and rest while she finished digging herself, but Trace would never call it quits. They both dug for another forty minutes and Lena suggested another break. When Trace wanted to keep going, Lena stood up and took a deep breath. 
“You can keep digging, but I need a break.”
Trace appeared angry as she kept scooping dirt from the hole, always glaring at the distance left to go before she would hit the capsule. Lena worked slowly when she dug at the dirt, noticing that with every passing minute, Trace seemed to be working more and more furiously, trying to finish the job. Every once in a while, Lena would accidentally knock loose dirt back into the hole, silently irritating Trace even more. When Trace finally hit the edge of the capsule with her shovel, Lena looked at her watch. They had wasted four and a half hours at the tree.
“There,” Trace said as she threw the shovel in the distance. “I’m done.” She plopped down on the ground and angrily rubbed the sweat from her brow with her dirty hands, causing mud to form on her forehead. “You owe me dinner.”
“Are you mad at me?” Lena asked, concerned.
“No.” Trace, however, didn’t look at her. “Finish it up so I can go take a shower.”
Lena slowly dug around the capsule and pried it from the dirt. It was a strong plastic barrel with a screw top that probably once held chlorine for a pool. She sat down beside Trace, interested in seeing what her first grade class had stashed in it. She recalled clipping some current events from their newspaper for it, and her best friend put her favorite doll inside. When it opened, she reached her hand in and pulled out a stack of papers. 
Lena turned toward Trace and sighed. “I don’t think there are any labyrinths in here. Just looks like paper and other junk.”
“No kidding,” was Trace’s reply as she stared at the bridge.
Lena flipped through school papers, newspaper clippings and a few photographs of the town while Trace tilted the barrel’s opening towards her. 
“What the…?”
Lena looked over at Trace to see her pull out a class picture taken when they were burying the time capsule, and her jaw dropped slightly when she realized she was in the photo with her father. Trace raised the photo and turned it toward Lena. “You knew this was what we would find!” She scrambled to her feet and dusted the dirt from her jeans. “You knew this was a waste of time!” She cried out in frustration and kicked the dirt. Lena sat still, afraid to look up at the witch who was furious with her. Her mind raced to come up with an explanation, but was having little luck.
“Why did you make us dig, Lena?” she angrily demanded. “Look at me! I asked you a question!”
Lena looked up and decided to get angry right back. “I told you to take off, didn’t I? My dad died! Do you really think I feel like spending every single waking moment with you? Get a clue! A person needs quiet time! They don’t need to be constantly bombarded with ‘do you need anything?’ or ‘are you sure you can do this by yourself?’ So I came up with the most unpleasant thing I could think of to try to get you to go home, but you STILL wouldn’t leave!” She stood up and pointed her finger in Trace’s face. “You deserved to dig all day!” She looked at the shovel, growled, and then kicked it so hard that it flopped over several times before resting on the ground. She glared vehemently back at Trace, and yelled, “Do you know what I want to do? Do you?”
Trace’s anger seemed to dissipate as she got chewed out by Lena. She looked Lena in the eyes and shook her head.
“I want to lock myself in my bedroom, and I want to cry! I want to feel sorry for myself, and I don’t want to do it in front of you! I’ve lost my Dad! I don’t have a mother! I’m alone now in this world…AND THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT I WANT TO BE RIGHT NOW! ALONE!”
Lena was out of breath when she finished. Trace looked away and stared at the oak, trying to decide what to do. 
“Fine,” she said, turning back toward Lena. “I’m going home to take a shower. Call me when you need me.”
Trace stomped beside Lena and headed back into town. Lena was glad to see her go. She sat down by the barrel and picked up the class picture. It didn’t take long for tears to start rolling down her cheeks as she stared at her father proudly standing beside her in the photo. It was one of the happiest times in her life that she could remember. 
She placed her arm across her knees and rested her head, realizing that her life would never again be that happy. It had changed forever. 


 

Chapter 4 - Unwelcome Visitors
 
Lena was beginning to get hungry as she lay resting on her bed. It was nearing dinnertime, and she hoped that Trace wouldn’t return, saying that she still owed her dinner. If she was working for Shade, though, this would be the perfect excuse for Trace to return to her duties of spying on her. Lena wiped her face upward with her hands to try to relieve the sudden stress she felt when she realized she was soon going to meet Shade for the first time. How could she have forgotten? Despite how tired she was from digging holes and then filling them in, she decided it was time to disappear somewhere. Maybe take a nap in Forest Park’s bushes after grabbing a small meal at Bob’s Hot Dog Stand.
With a groan, she lifted herself and looked out the window, then quickly fell against the wall beside the window to avoid being seen by Trace outside. Trace stood on the sidewalk in front of her house, looking down the street. Lena leaned over and peeked through her window, wondering why she wasn’t coming up the walkway to knock on her door. Her question was soon answered when she saw a younger Shade, by nearly five or six years, approach Trace. He wore jeans and a tucked-in, button down, tan shirt. His black hair was still shoulder length and slightly curly, but his face was shaven. There were no scars on his cheek, and he had both his arms intact. He approached Trace, and Lena watched in bewilderment as they passionately kissed.
“Be careful about the kiss, Trace,” Lena whispered resentfully. “It might mean something someday.”
Lena ducked under the window, rushed through the bedroom door, and ran down the stairs. Scaling over her tall backyard fence was going to be a chore, so she decided to grab a barstool in the kitchen. The doorbell rang just as she reached her hand to the doorknob that led into her backyard. She tried to turn it, but it wouldn’t budge. She tried forcing it with both hands, but all the determination in the world wasn’t going to make the knob turn. She leaned her forehead against the door as the doorbell rang again. Seemed warlocks were gifted when it came to jamming doors.
“Lena!” Trace called through the crack in the front door. “I’m really sorry about today. I’m not here to stay. I just need to pick up my pajamas.” Lena turned to face the front door. “And I need you to meet someone! I did some research today and got hold of an old acquaintance. Seems he knows something about labyrinths! Just let him tell you about them, then we’ll be on our way. Promise.”
Lena decided she had no choice but to play along. She had to avoid raising suspicion until tomorrow morning, nearly fifteen hours away. The last thing she needed was to have a warlock and a witch coming after her, trying to steal her labyrinths. She needed to save her great grandmother and perhaps her very existence. 
“Coming!”
She walked across the living area and reached for the doorknob. Before she turned it to open the door, she took a deep breath to try to calm her nerves. She had to act warm and friendly to a man who had held a knife to her; it was a mind-over-matter game.
She opened the door. “Hi Trace.” She looked at Shade. He was rugged, young, attractive…malevolent, sadistic, wicked. “Hi.”
Trace spoke. “We won’t be but a few minutes.”
Lena sighed. “Look, Trace. I’m really sorry about what I pulled today. I’ve been emotional lately. I did need to be alone, but I should have just told you how I felt instead of doing what I did. It was mean.”
Trace looked touched. “Thanks.”
Lena moved to the side and opened the door wider. “Come on in.”
They walked in and stood in the front entranceway as Lena closed the door. She looked at Shade as he stared at the barstool by the back door. “It’s good to have a man in the house. Maybe you can fix my back doorknob. It jammed when I tried to force it a little while ago. Thought I saw some neighbor cat pooping in the back yard.” She looked at Trace and shook her head. “They’re really stinking it up out there.”
“I imagine.”
Lena rushed past them and picked up the barstool. “Let me put this back real quick. I like to throw barstools at them. Scares the heck out of them to see a mad woman racing toward them with a barstool raised above her.”
Trace laughed, and Shade smiled.
“This is Shade, Lena,” Trace said as they both walked into the kitchen. “He graduated from my old high school four years ago and is now in college, majoring in archaeology. Rare artifacts are his specialty.”
Lena glanced at him, not yet ready to make full eye contact. “Wow. Sounds exciting.” She decided to keep herself busy because it seemed to calm her nerves. She reached up into the cabinet and took out three drinking glasses. “Hope you don’t mind water. I haven’t been grocery shopping lately, and it’s all I have.”
“Water is fine,” Shade replied. He walked over to the back kitchen doorknob and tried to turn it. It was still mysteriously jammed. He looked interested, leaned over it, fiddled with it more, then turned it. The back door opened.
“Ah, thanks,” Lena said as she turned toward her refrigerator and opened the freezer door. 
“You shouldn’t have problems with it anymore. A little metal piece was out of place, but I managed to knock it back to where it belongs.”
Lena politely smiled at him, and then quickly returned her attention to the ice.
“You need to be sitting down when Shade tells you about these labyrinths, Lena,” Trace commented. “It’s unbelievably exciting stuff.”
“Shade…” Lena said with genuine interest. “What kind of name is that? First or last?”
“Only,” he remarked.
She looked at him questioningly while wanting to comment how stupid it was to want to be called Shade. She wondered how aggravated he would get if she called him Lampshade. Later on down the road, when he realized that they were bitter enemies, she would do it.
She grabbed three bottled waters from a cabinet and placed them beside the ice-filled glasses. They picked up their waters with a polite nod and thanks, then went to her dining room table to sit. Lena realized that she could probably handle sitting down with him now. The ‘lampshade’ idea had somehow made her meeting with him bearable. She would use it in her head to help her through the conversation.
She took a seat on the opposite side of Shade, beside Trace. They sat looking at each other until Lena shrugged. “Well? What do you got?”
“The labyrinth,” Shade said, shifting forward in his chair, looking very interested, “is believed by those who study witchcraft to be a time-travel device.”
Lena laughed. “You’ve got to be kidding.” Lampshade.
“No.” He tilted sideways and reached into his pocket. “I actually brought a couple to show you.” He placed two coin-size labyrinths on the table in front of him and slid them across the table toward Lena. Lena looked curiously at them. 
“These are the more common type,” he continued. “The warlock-witch community doesn’t care for these that much because there are apparently limitations to their use.”
Lena looked up. “Such as?”
“There are doors inside, leading to different years. These are stuck on a certain day, then twenty-four hours later, they’re stuck on the next day.” He motioned toward the labyrinths on the table. “Go ahead. Try to pick one up.”
Lena reached over and tried to pick one up, but it felt glued to the table. She tried to pry her fingers under it, but it still remained in its spot. 
“Now try to budge the table.”
Lena tried to push and lift the table, but it was immobile.
“Nothing under the labyrinth will move. Labyrinths stay put until the owner decides to move it.” Shade reached over and picked them up with no trouble at all. “Trace and I are beginning to believe there’s something to this magic world after all.”
Lena leaned back in her chair, trying to appear overwhelmed at everything he was telling her.
“There are also labyrinths that are larger than these – the size of a hand-sized jewelry box. Full-sized labyrinths. They’re quite a bit more valuable because the doors within can jump around with their dates, or so they say. Meaning the individual who uses them can state the exact day they want the door to open, as long as it is in the year that the door happens to be on.”
“So…” Lena looked at him skeptically. “You think my father has some of these full-sized ones?” Lampshade? Lena shook her head. “My dad was never into any witchcraft.”
Trace shrugged. “Maybe his mother or grandmother was, and the labyrinths were inherited.” A look of illumination came over Trace. “Oh, yeah. You forgot to pick up your mail again today. I grabbed what was in the box for you before I came up the walk.” She reached to her back pocket and pulled out an envelope, then slid it across the table toward Lena. Lena looked at it and felt some of the color leave her face. It was from her dad’s attorney, addressed to her. “Maybe it’s about your inheritance!” she said enthusiastically.
Lena couldn’t help but to look annoyed. “Trace, my mail is private.”
“Oh, come on,” she said. “Read it now.

OEBPS/cover.jpg
MAGNETS,
DAGGERS,

and
WARLOCK






