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Prologue

The Peach Steeple Realm in Athens, Georgia had fallen.  Its Keeper, a powerful Spade named Ralph, was dead.  

The passenger in the back of the limo, brimming with the added power he had stolen, had seen to it personally.

The first of thirteen power-filled targets was gone.  The cherry on top of this toothsome delight would be the Tapestry – and it’s Keeper.  He’d save the best, the strongest, for last.

A disembodied professional voice, belonging to a mercenary in another state, ended the silence in the back of the limo.  There was a metallic click as the human informed him, “Sir, we found them.”

He whispered in a monotone voice, “Location?”

“Bluff, Utah.”

He took a labored breath. “Number of bodyguards?”

“Two.  Both are low-ranked Clubs.”

Another breath.  “Wait for my arrival.”  

He rapped his cane on the glass that separated him from the driver.  “You heard him.”

“Yes, Sir,” the driver’s forehead wrinkled.  “The trip from Georgia to Utah will consume the final booster power.  I’ll need another crystal blue fairy.”

With a fallen realms-worth of memory fairies, this would be no problem.  “Do it.”

Within minutes, the limo pulled up in front of the small pink adobe house.  It squatted like a washed-out flamingo in the desert; panting, and out of breath.

The window of the limo gave him the ability to zoom in.  From his seat, he could see the unsuspecting family and the foolish...no, careless, bodyguards.  

They wouldn’t escape this time.  Out of long-practice, he formed a smile.  

“Your team is ready.  Instructions?” the mercenary asked.

“Kill them all.”
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Chapter 1: Pitched

Just before the attack, the younger of the two bodyguards Sarah’s parents had hired used a memory wipe. She turned her head at the last minute and slapped his hand out of the way, but was unable to keep it from touching her forehead.  She had no way of knowing what effect it would have, since she hadn’t allowed the full measure of its potency to completely wipe away her past.

Only certified adults had permission to have memory wipes, which meant her parents must have given him permission to do so!  A flash of annoyance accompanied her stab of fear.  She didn’t want to forget!   

As she turned toward her parents, her feet were swept out from under her.  As she tipped sideways, she realized why she couldn’t stand. 

“NO!”  

Her shout never made it outside the pitch-bubble which encased her.  It crashed through the front window pane of the safe house in Bluff, a small Utah town tucked into the southeast corner of the state.  

With a last glance into her parent’s desperate faces as they turned to fight whatever the danger was, Sarah was launched into the air, streaming over the area faster than most cars below were traveling.  

Before she could question why her parents weren’t following, it was already too late.  The little pink adobe house was out of sight.  She was hurtling toward the Four-Corners area where Utah, Arizona, Colorado, and New Mexico, touched.

At the speed she traveled, the scenery blurred beneath her. Heart-stung and too afraid to weep, she remained on her knees inside the bubble.  Despite the fact her parents had repeatedly warned her this day might come (a time they would be separated) she had never really believed them.  She’d never wanted to.  Why hadn’t they asked her to use her M.U.F.?  The previous bodyguards had always been grateful she had it because attacks were frequent.  So were the deaths of the bodyguards.  In the last ten years, they’d had over...she couldn’t remember!  She just felt the number was high.  

It was unlikely her parents would survive this attack...there was nowhere to run or hide, not without her backpack, her M.U.F., one of the most powerful her bodyguards had ever heard of. 

She wasn’t sure what memories would be left to her, but because she looked at her parents after she knocked the memory wipe aside, she would at least remember their faces.

The pitch-bubble was designed to fly, but was impossible to navigate.  Each had a pre-determined destination built in.  

She pressed her face against the bubble and unsuccessfully tried to tear a piece out of it with her teeth, to make it land. She knew if it were punctured in some way it would inevitably go down, though her parents had assured her it was nearly impossible.

As she tried in vain to pinch some of the surface together, she realized that even if her parents hadn’t already had their own bubble, there was plenty of room inside the one she was in!  Why hadn’t they come with her, traveling next to her as discussed?  Why hadn’t the bodyguards insisted?  She was tempted to use her M.U.F., she realized if she did, it would prove fatal at the altitude and speed.

As the bubble reached the apex of its flight, equal to a five-story building, it leveled out and continued on.  She was swamped by memories of the emergency-drills that, in the past, had been grudgingly endured throughout her life.

First rule:  Shelter.  Not just any house would do.  There were monsters...literally...that hunted people like her.  

Second rule:  Know your way out before you go in.  It was why she was inside a pitch-bubble right now...but didn’t explain why her parents weren’t.

Third rule...third rule.... 

No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t recall.  It was lost to her – wiped away by the bodyguard. 

She wasn’t sure how long the pitch-bubble had been holding steady when she felt it slowly begin to descend. It decelerated enough she could see the cars, the people, and the houses.  She focused on the traffic.  Perhaps her parents bubble had malfunctioned and they were following her on the ground!

When she realized what she was staring at, her hair stood on end.  The big long car that arrived moments before the attack was zooming along the main artery of the city below.  

It didn’t stop for lights or signs, it simply weaved in between the cars; sometimes the back of the car was open and separate from the front. She wasn’t sure why it was in two pieces, but in the back half of the vehicle, she saw a thick-set man wearing a black suit.  She had no idea who he was, or why he was chasing her; only that, somehow, he’d been involved in the attack.     

She hadn’t realized she was holding her breath until he looked up at her.  The air whooshed from her lungs as his head tipped sideways as if his neck were broken.  With an evil grin, he pushed it back into place as the car fit back together.  

Whoever was in the obviously magical car was her enemy and it was just as obvious he planned on catching the pitch bubble.  

Sarah prayed the bubble wouldn’t burst before it could land at a place called the Tapestry.  Her parents had been talking about it since she could remember and they’d finally made the decision to go.  She’d never seen the place, much less been there before.  The dangers they’d faced had grown worse and the attacks more frequent.  All of it had combined against them, preventing them from getting to the Tapestry earlier.

Once she arrived, she’d get help...at least, she’d try.  If no one would help her, she would return on her own and...and what?  Save her parents?  Something inside of her rolled its eyes and said Fat chance.  Still, she would try.  She would never give up!  

Mind made up, she turned to face front, just in time to collide with a stripped-down Ultralight aircraft.

For a moment, her eyes met those of the startled blonde pilot – like the slow-motion stuff they showed in movies.  He didn’t look much older than she was.  His blue eyes widened, he flung his arms over his face, and his Ultralight, which wasn’t more than bars, a seat, and helicopter-like blades, careened sideways.  On impact, they were both knocked off course.  

When she heard the rushing hiss of air, she knew the bubble had been punctured in the collision.  She desperately tried searching for the hole with her hands, pressing her ear against the plastic-like surface and kept her eyes on the pilot.

His Ultralight had morphed into a hang-glider!  He was a magick!

Sarah felt her bubble lose more altitude and the pilot sank out of sight.  Her hands continued to run over the bubble’s wall to find the hole.  

Her heart pounded with the knowledge that when the bubble landed, now that she was off course, she was going to be on the streets –  alone – with no way of knowing where the Tapestry was.

It wasn’t like she could just ask anybody directions.  She’d have to find someone that could do magic.  Maybe the boy she’d knocked off course could tell her.

She looked the direction the hang-glider disappeared and back.  This time she slammed into a brick wall.  

On impact, her world went black.

*

Lurker.

The word came to Sarah’s aching head without understanding what it was, or where it came from.  She sat up, surprised to find she’d been laying on her side on the dirty ground next to a crumbling brick building.  

There had been something important she needed to do, but what it was escaped her.  She struggled to her hands and knees, feeling dizzy. 

Inside the abandoned shop window across the street, a ghostly half-skull, wearing a tattered-looking cape attached to its spine, circled a broken mannequin like a restless shark.

Lurker.  The word came again.

Now she understood and her flesh crawled.  She’d only heard her parents talk about them and what they could do to anyone or anything magic.  She froze as if super-glued to the cracked cement she’d been laying on.  

A city bus pulled up, blocking her view.  She ignored her racing heart and took a calming breath.  Please don’t let it see me!

Right now, only one thing was sure:  she was going to have to find a safe place.  She looked around.  A homeless shelter was to her right with a weather-worn sign: St. Anne’s.  To her left, was a section of sidewalk that stretched around the corner.  

She needed to find hallowed ground now or she’d be capped and shrouded by the Lurker.  

The bus rolled away in a cloud of choking black exhaust.  She made herself look across the street.  Her heart dropped to her socks and her mouth went dry. 

The misty-looking skull had stopped its circuit around the mannequin.  With a strange little jerk, the skull turned, its empty sockets staring her direction.  

She held perfectly still, waiting with baited breath as the skull turned from side-to-side as if looking for something...or someone.  

Like her.

The cold fingers of fear shifted her emotional gears from nervous to terror, as the Lurker slid out of the window.

It passed right through a smartly-dressed business woman that waved her hand in front of her face, as if brushing away cobwebs.

She stopped to hastily open what looked like a purple eyeglass case and, with a look of disgust, pulled out a tissue to quickly wipe off what she couldn’t see.  Then she hurried across the street, high heels clicking on the pavement, barely glancing at Sarah.

Sarah looked up and down the street at the few people on their way to wherever they were going.  

No one, no one, saw it! 

The odd cape rippled like the frills on a cuttlefish as it hovered over the ground.  The skull tipped slightly and put the hole where a nose would be, next to the weed-choked sidewalk and sniffed.

The Lurker’s skull jerked up and its eye sockets glowed red with a white center where the pupil should be. 

It looked right at her!  She didn’t wait to see if it would give chase because that was a given.  She ran, hoping she’d find hallowed ground before it caught her.

Though she had intended to travel the direction she’d seen the hang-glider going, she had no choice if she were to avoid the Lurker.  Heading the opposite direction, she called out to a passerby, “Where’s a church?”

The person pointed.  “Two blocks, turn left...”

She looked back, noting the Lurker was gaining ground.

It crossed the street, unmindful of passing cars.  They slid right through it, leaving the Lurker completely intact.

Chased by the nightmare, she turned left after the two blocks and to her horror, there was no church.  Instead, there was a bulldozer, other construction vehicles, and rubble.  

A big sign announced:  “SORRY FOR OUR MESS.”

No one was sorrier than she was about the fact the church was missing.  Terrified, she turned to run again, but found herself looking right into the Lurker’s glowing red eyes, no more than six inches away from her face!  

She pressed herself against the fence. 

‘Ssssstay’ its hollow voice whispered, sending a glob of dread to her stomach.  She’d never been told they spoke!  

When it dived toward her, she stumbled.  As she did, the strap of her backpack slid off her shoulder and caught on a piece of twisted wire that stuck out of the fence.

When she pulled on the strap to get away, the Lurker tried to get behind her. Her life was in that backpack! She couldn’t abandon it – she wouldn’t!  She heard her M.U.F. snarl at the threat.    

The Lurker continued to try to maneuver itself behind her, darting and swooping like a piece of filmy laundry; desperately seeking a way to settle over her head, throw its wings around her, and slurp out her magic.    

She couldn’t see a way out of this...unless.  Her eyes looked at the eight stars left on the backpack.  There used to be twenty.

They were to be used as a last desperate measure; only if she were going to die and had no other recourse.  

She wasn’t there – yet.

Her back was to the street when a silver blur breezed by Sarah’s head and smacked into the skull, knocking it violently against the bricks of the nearby building.  

The Lurker slid down the wall like a cracked egg, forming a greyish puddle.

“What are you waiting for!” demanded a short-haired, athletic-looking girl wearing a dirty pink t-shirt.  

The word TRY stretched across her mostly-flat chest.  She had a silver bat in her hand.  “Move it or we’ll both be Lurker bait!”  

Sarah pulled her backpack off the piece of metal and dashed across the street, following the slender stranger.  There was only one thing that made her follow the girl instead of striking out on her own.

The only people that could see Lurkers were magicks.
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Chapter 2:  Going Down

Fear clogged her throat as the girl ducked into an alley.  She slowed her steps.  This was their destination?

She had no intention of being caught in an alley.  Unfortunately, her parents rule:  Know your way out before you go in, didn’t cover times when you were running from a Lurker in a strange city after being pitched.  

Maybe it was a through alley, a shortcut to wherever they were going.  Hoping the girl knew what she was doing, and knowing the girl’s heart was in the right place, Sarah darted into the alleyway.

Immediate shade and a dead end! Her heart dropped. 

She looked back out into the street, debating.  If she ran, she could get capped and shrouded before she reached sanctuary.  The same thing could happen here, but there had to be a reason for the girl to come here when she knew she’d suffer the same fate.

There was a good feeling in the alleyway, in spite of the amount of dirt it held.

“Who is she?” asked a young voice.

“I’m Sarah,” she puffed.

TRY girl wasn’t alone.  With her were two more strangers.  A skinny girl with a gaunt face was sitting with her back against the left wall.  Her scrawny arms pulled her knees tightly to her chest.  Her eyes were vacant and she was rocking as if trying to comfort herself.

Standing next to her, staring at Sarah, was a younger girl with stringy dark brown hair and big hazel eyes.  She hugged a ragged-edge book to her chest.  

TRY girl put the silver bat on top of a cardboard box that looked as if it were used for shelter and pulled out a few badly squished rolls from her front pockets.  She tore one in half and handed it to the youngest girl and then handed the other half to the skinny girl.  Both ate them hungrily.  She tore the other roll in half and handed part to Sarah, saying, “You’re safe now.”

Sarah looked at the dirty roll, her stomach recoiling.  “Who are you?”

“Sal,” she answered and offered the roll again.

“Thanks, but I’m not hungry.”  She hoped she never would be that hungry. 

“You will be.”  Sal promised, stuffing most of her half of the roll into her mouth.  “Here’s the deal.  If you don’t eat it, you could lose it and we never know when the next meal’s gonna be.”

The youngest girl said, “Waste not, want not.”  

Sarah felt her stubbornness assert itself and silently tore the roll she’d been given in half and gave the pieces to the other girls.

Sal smiled at her in approval and took off her belt.  “It’s dot time!”  

“Shouldn’t we be getting out of here?” Sarah asked, looking toward the front of the alley, her entire skin prickling with apprehension.

Sal took a penknife out of her pocket and dug a small polka-dot into the belt she was wearing. “I told you.  We’re safe in the alley.” 

“But...there’s no way out.”

“I don’t go in without knowing my way out,” Sal said, putting her knife away.

This echo of her parent’s second rule rolled through Sarah’s mind.  She couldn’t resist asking, “What are you doing?”

Sal looked surprised as she threaded the belt though the loops of pants with rips in the knees.  “Anytime I kick a Lurker’s butt, I get another dot.”  She gave a saucy grin, displaying the dot-covered belt.  Sal’s eyes skipped up Sarah’s face.  “Your forehead’s bleeding.”

In response, Sarah touched it and her fingers came away wet and shimmering with her magick blood.  “Must’ve been when I hit the wall.”  It didn’t hurt at the moment and escape seemed a lot more important.  If a Lurker got her, she wouldn’t have any blood left.  She looked around for something to wipe the blood on as she told Sal, “By now, that Lurker’s reformed.  You didn’t kill it, you just knocked it out.  It could be here any minute!  We need to get out of this alley.  It’s a dead end!”

“’Slong as we have Dee, the alley’s safe.”  She looked at Sarah’s tell-tale blood.  “But it would’ve been a lot more helpful if you were Magic-Born, dang it.”  

“Who’s Dee?”  She looked at the other two girls.

“Her.” Sal pointed at the too-thin girl who squatted with her back against the wall, quietly rocking while watching them, and slowly eating her roll.  “Her real name is Sandee, but we call her Dee for short.”

Sarah wondered how such a mess of a girl kept an alley safe!  

Sal nodded at the youngest girl. “That’s Sharon, my sister, but we call her Ronnie to keep her safe.”

“From what?”

“She’s being hunted.”  The look in Sal’s eyes was dark and threatening.  

“So am I,” Sarah admitted.

This perked Sal up.  “Who?”

If she’d ever doubted what suit Sally was, there was no doubt left.  The girl was a Club.  She’d been taught they took a lot of risks and enjoyed an element of danger – but they were also fierce protectors.  All the bodyguards had been Clubs.

Ronnie spoke up, “Sal, did you notice we all start with S’s, just like Dee keeps singing?” 

Sal’s face took on the expression of patience.  “Dee doesn’t sing, sis, she...chants.”

Ronnie held her book under her chin as she finger-combed her greasy-looking hair.  Her clothes had reached the stage of being a non-descript color.  She needed a bath.  All of them did.  Sarah wondered how long they’d been living in the alley.

Ronnie looked up at Sarah with her huge hazel eyes.

“We’re supposed to stay together,” she said, eyes full of hope.  “Will you stay with us? Please?”  

Sarah had no intention of staying, but didn’t have the heart to openly refuse Ronnie.  She side-stepped the question by asking her own, “Do any of you know where the Tapestry is?”

“Is that some kinda joke?” Sal asked abruptly, looking at her with suspicion.

“No, it’s...” her eyes snapped to the front of the alley, seeing movement.  “LURKER!”  Sarah screamed, pointing behind Sal, who grabbed for her silver bat.  

At first, it had looked more like a rack-stretched skeleton wearing a trench coat.  Then its dark black wings fanned out and covered the opening of the alley.  Bits of light twinkled out from that shroud.  Stars!  Its wings looked like the night sky dotted with stars!  It gave its wings a hard shake and her heart dropped as hundreds of Lurkers flew out!  

Sounding shocked, Sal whispered, “It’s the Lurker King.”  Then she rounded on Sarah.  “You didn’t tell me you were being hunted by the Lurker King!” 

As she stared at the badly damaged right side of his face, something shifted in her mind and clicked into place.  “There wasn’t time!”  Sarah objected.  “I didn’t remember ‘til now, thanks to my ex-bodyguard!” 

Unlike other Lurkers, their King actually had a bottom jaw.  It moved as he said, “At lasssst.”  He was looking right at Sarah with glowing eyes as he said it.

He flung himself forward and hit an invisible barrier of some sort, bounced back, and...smiled.  “Which of you made thisss?”

The burning eye sockets rested again on Sarah, then he floated up to the corner of the alley and began biting at the air, chewing...sucking.

Dee screamed, paled, and held up her arms.  Bite marks appeared! As sharp and long as his vampire-like teeth were, Sarah was amazed his bite hadn’t punctured Dee’s arms.

“He’s hurting her!”  Ronnie shouted, turning pages in her book as if looking for something.

Other Lurkers tried nibbling at the edges of the alley and the Lurker King stopped his chewing-sucking-biting long enough to cover them with his wings, like a hen covered her chicks.  When he uncovered them, they were paler and more desperate to get at the girls.  The Lurker King’s eyes blazed even brighter and Sarah sensed that whatever he’d done to the other Lurkers, made him stronger.  

Sal yelled, “MOVE THE ALLEY, DEE!  MOVE IT!”

With a whimper of pain, Dee rocked faster; hitting the wall hard enough to hurt her back.  As she rocked forward, Sarah noticed strands of colored magic were being stretched between her and the wall like a wad of a.b.c. gum.  Even more amazing was the fact that each time she struck the wall, waves of colored magic were thrown into the air from her mouth.

“IT’S GOING DOWN!” Sal yelled in horror.

Ronnie ran out of the alley, book in hand, screaming at the top of her lungs.

“Ronnie!”  Sal followed her, despite the Lurkers that were just outside.

The threads of magic Dee had generated behind her, attaching her to the wall, were now as thick as Dee’s forearms.  

With eyes rolling like she was having a seizure, she chanted, “Zee be nimble...”

A curling wave of sea-green sparkles flowed from Dee’s mouth so thick and fast, it colored the entire wall behind Dee before Sarah could form the idea the girl was performing some kind of rare magic.  Strange golden scales raced up Dee’s arms.  Wherever there were teeth marks, the scales popped the mark off like it was an errant red paper clip.  Once off, they evaporated.

“Zee be quick...” 

A second larger wave colored all the other walls – including the dead-end. The scales moved up to Dee’s neck.

“Zee jump out...” 

The largest wave yet covered the floor and ‘ceiling’ of the alley.  Now the scales pulsed while climbing onto the sides of Dee’s face. 

“...of danger thick!” the fourth and final wave was enormous and the front of the alley – the one the Lurker King had been chewing on – firmed and solidified to the same sea-green.

There was a strange blurring of light, the feeling of falling combined with the sensation of twirling.  Sarah felt herself drop to the dirty ground, feeling thrust backward as the alley moved forward at incredible speed.

It stopped as quickly as it began.  

Sarah shakily got up from the ground on legs that felt like they were made of just-slapped jello.  

All Lurkers, including their King, were gone.  

She looked at Dee, whose forehead was on her knees.  Her eyes were closed and she was breathing shallowly.  She looked as if she’d passed out.  Sarah could tell her heart was still beating.

Feeling lightheaded, she ran to the front of the alley and looked out.  There was no sign of Sal or Ronnie.  As she looked at the better class of neighborhood, she realized the alley was in a Completely. Different. Place!  

In disbelief, she looked back at the girl that had just made this miracle. She’d never heard of anyone that could move a whole alley.  

A raggedy black cat with chewed-on ears ran into the alley and looked behind it, as if it too were being chased.

Sarah knelt by Dee and reached out a hand.

“Don’t touch her!” ordered the cat.

She stared at it.

“Yeah, I can talk.”

There were few animals that actually talked in the magical world to anyone but a Spade.  

“What are you?”  She stood between the talking cat and Dee.

“No need to be rude, you clueless bag of bones.” The cat’s eyes rested on Sarah’s wounded forehead for a long moment.  It slunk around her and sat next to Dee, licked its paw, and pressed it against Dee’s scabby elbow.  “She’s always like this after she moves the alley.  It takes a lot outta her.”

“Why?”

“Did someone hit ya in the head with a brick of stupid?”  Her silver-glowing eyes looked up at Sarah with disdain.

“No, I mean how does she do it?  Who is she?”  Sarah had no contact with children her age, ever, but she knew what Dee had done was not ordinary magic.  “And who are you, cat?”

The cat smirked.  “I ain’t no cat. I’m Sissy, the chameleon.”

“You’re a gob?”  Sarah backed away, rattled to her core.  

Sissy gave a mocking twitch of her whiskers.  “Wow...smart you ain’t, SarDuh.”

“How did you know my name?”

“I know lots of things,” the gob said with an air of mystery.

“Except manners,” she said defensively.

“Ooooh, lookit you, getting all hostile on me.  Keep it up kid.”

As far as Sarah knew, gobs were enemies...vile and cruel.  She looked at Dee and bit her lip.  If she had to, she’d kick Sissy...maybe.  Mostly, she just wanted it to get away from Dee.

“I have a plan, so listen up, Tweedle-Dum.  I’m goin’ ta find my gal Sal ‘n scrawny Ronnie.  You stay here and watch Tweedle-Dee, got that?”

She nodded, agreeing to anything to get the gob to leave.

The cat paused at the front of the alley.  “Since you ain’t as smart as you look, Sal was right.  This alley is safe from Lurkers.  ‘N don’t touch Dee if she moves to a corner.  One time I did and I woke up on the ground – naked as a peeled mouse.  She couldn’t even tell me what happened.”  

“What’s wrong with her?”  She worriedly looked over at Dee, who was slumped far enough forward she could see the threads of magic attaching her to the wall.

“Better you don’t find out,” Sissy told her with a devilish wink, “’N if ya bail on Dee, ya spotty-livered scaredy rat, ya better hope my gal Sal don’t find ya and pull ya through a knothole backwards. Though it might improve yer looks.”

It sounded as if Sissy admired Sal, but she didn’t bother asking because Sissy was slinking away. 

No matter what, she wouldn’t leave Dee, who was the weakest magically strong person she’d ever met.
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Chapter 3:  In the Bag

Sarah had no idea where she was in the strange city, other than sitting in another dead-end alley next to Dee, who was still resting with her forehead on her knees.

Dee wasn’t in a corner, nor did Sarah think she was strong enough to move to one.  Unable to take the pathetic sight, and having her heart beg her to help, she knelt and gently put her hand on Dee’s shoulder.    

Sarah focused as her mother had taught her; grateful this tidbit of information hadn’t been stolen by the mind wipe.  She cautiously placed her right hand on Dee’s forehead and left hand over Dee’s right ear.  Both hands grew hot and then hotter.  She immediately felt a drain of her own energy.  The swirls of choking despair that had been tucked inside Dee’s barely-throbbing heart, couldn’t be brushed away.  It would take more knowledge than Sarah had to untie those knots.

There was something odd about Dee’s heart, as if it were muffled beneath something scratchy.  She continued to kneel next to the unconscious girl and left her hands in place, trusting her heart to know what to do.  She’d know the healing was finished when her hands became their normal temperature again.

Across the street, was a small red brick building with a marquee that announced:  Green’s Grocers.  

Next to Green’s stood a three story tall building.  There was a large sign suspended between rusty-looking posts that had been thrust into the ground.  On the sign a two-headed cow was painted near the words:  Butterfield Apartments.

Just beyond the rooftops of the apartment building, were small pink and green sparks floating in the air.  Someone was using magic on the other side, just out of sight.  

She wished she dare leave Dee for a minute to investigate, but each time she felt Dee’s heart, she abandoned the idea.  The strange scales that had formed on her were gone – as were the Lurker King’s teeth prints.

How had she done it?  Why was someone as powerful as Dee living in an alley?  Why were any of them?  What hold did Sissy have over the girls?  She knew very little about goblins; only that the bodyguards and her parents agreed they weren’t to be trusted.  

The kindest things she’d heard about them was they were tricky, self-serving, and disgusting.  How did Sissy come to know Sal and the others?  Why was she helping them?

Her questions spun like leaves in the wind – scattered, unable to settle.  Tied into the leafy funnel of her thoughts was the memory of her parents.  She pushed it away.  Survival had to come first.  For all she knew, they were looking for her. 

She heard voices and saw a smart car painted as a lady bug drive up to the curb in front of the apartments.  

A harried younger-looking woman ran out to meet it.  “I can’t believe you jumped out the window!  If the baby saw you...”  

Her warning was ignored by the driver, who got out of the car, kissed her soundly, and popped open the back of the bug, saying, “Let me worry about the baby.”  

The woman gave an exasperated sigh and the couple bent down, took the edge of the lawn, and lifted.  It peeled away like a fruit roll up, revealing stacks of boxes.  They began putting them into the back of the car.  It was fitting!  

“Mommy! Daddy!” squealed a voice from the top floor.

Sarah looked up.  A little boy, no more than three, was wildly waving at them from the window ledge.

“No!” his father called, stretching out his hand as the boy jumped.  Sarah gasped and stood up, unable to tear her eyes away.

His mother threw what looked like a Frisbee at the falling child.  It stuck to his rear, turned him upside-down and floated him over to her arms.  She hugged the baby close and gave her husband a pointed what-did-I-tell-you look. 

In exchange, he shrugged and kissed their son’s head and then hers.  A peace offering.

“Don’t ever do that again!” she said to the boy, but her look included his father, who took the toddler and put him into the back of the bug. 

She knew there was a name for the kind of magic she was witnessing, but couldn’t recall it.  Stupid memory wipe! 

“Don’t cry.”

Sarah turned to find Dee looking at her through a pair of toilet-paper roll ‘binoculars’ held together with rubber bands.

Her hands went to her wet cheeks to wipe away tears she hadn’t known were there. Not wanting to admit how frightened, homesick, and sad she was, she turned back to the couple and asked, “How do they dare use their magic?”

“What’s wrong with using their magic?”

She really wondered if Dee were teasing her so she had to look at her.  Everyone she knew in the magic world was aware you didn’t flaunt your magic so openly.  “What if humans see them?”

“It won’t matter,” Dee assured her, still staring at Sarah through her homemade binoculars.  “You’re magic, so you see what’s really going on, but humans see...well, look through my binocks and they’ll show you.”  She pulled them off her neck and handed them to Sarah.  “Just turn them over to see what humans see.”

Feeling foolish, she took the unique binoculars and turned them over, noting that, in addition to the rubber bands, they were held together with yarn; pink on one end, purple on the other, with green in the middle.  She held them up to her eyes and looked over at the couple.  

Now she saw moving men going up and down the stairs with boxes and furniture. Parked in front of the smart car that appeared as a beat-up refugee from the 1960’s, was a large moving van.  She took away the binocks and watched, amazed at the difference.  The couple kissed again, the dad shut the back of the car, and the mom climbed in.  

Once they were inside, it looked as if all they had in the car was the two of them and their son, who was in a car seat in the back, staring at Sarah.

She put the binocks up to her eyes again and watched the non-existent moving van drive away.  She gave the binocks back to Dee and watched the smart car’s doors become wings, then shrink to the size of a lady bug, and fly away.

Her mouth dropped open.  “This is so cool!”

“It’s sad.” Dee sounded exhausted.

“Why?”  

“They’re the tenth family to move in the last three days.”

“What!”

“It’s because of the Lurker epidemic in this area.  They’re all worried about their kids.”  She sounded wistful.

Sarah pointed at the binocks.  “Where did you get these?” She thought every magic person should have a set.

The skinny girl shrugged.  “I don’t remember.”

“Did you get memory wiped?”  She felt her heart ache for Dee, who seemed to have no energy.  

“I don’t remember that either.”  Dee smiled, but her eyes looked haunted. “Where’s Sal and Ronnie?” she whispered, sitting up straight and looking around the alley as if just noticing the other two were missing.

Obviously, when she moved the alley, she didn’t pay attention to anything else – maybe she couldn’t.  

Sarah wasn’t sure how much to tell her.  “Ronnie got scared and ran out when the Lurker King was...uh...biting the alley. Sal went after her.”

Dee’s brown eyes widened in alarm and she fearfully asked, “Are they coming back?” 

“It’s okay,” she reassured her, not liking the unfocused look in Dee’s eyes.  “At least that’s what a...cat told me.”

“Sissy?”

Thankfully, Dee was familiar with the gob.  “Yeah, Sissy came and said for us to stay here while she went to find Sal and Ronnie.”

Dee slumped against the wall again and her eyes closed.  For a minute, Sarah thought she’d fallen back to sleep.

“Don’t worry, Sissy will find them.  She’s a tranz-gob.”

She should have known better than to trust a gob!  “She told me she was a chameleon!”

“Same thing,” Dee yawned and tipped her head back so it rested against the wall.  “They’re really good at tracking people.  And don’t worry about the alley.  It’ll hold this time.”

“Even against the Lurker King?”

“I think so, but let’s hope it doesn’t get tested again.  He bites hard.”

Now that Dee was talking, she sounded older than Sarah first thought – maybe as old as fourteen.  

“You must be a Heart.”  Dee’s voice was getting more powdery and soft.

“How do you know?”

“Usually, I sleep for two days after I move the alley.  Sal only woke me up for meals.  Besides, only Hearts can restore through touch.” 

Sarah felt this praise was undeserved.  She’d only done what her mother had taught her.

“Why is the Lurker King hunting you?” Dee wanted to know.

“I’m not sure,” Sarah replied, her eyes scanning the entrance to the alley.  She wasn’t comfortable enough with Dee to tell her what she knew about magic dying and how her backpack was so much more than a backpack, or about her parents.

“One thing’s for sure, you must be really important or he wouldn’t bother.”

She had no answer for that so she asked, “Why are all of you in the alley?”

“No choice,” she answered tiredly, pulling up her dirty hoodie to cover her stringy oily hair and pulled down her sleeves to cover her arms. 

“Don’t you have parents?”

“I’m sure I did.”  Her voice was sad.  “I don’t remember them.  I don’t remember anything that happened before the alley.”

Sarah’s heart wilted in sympathy.  “How did you meet Sal and Ronnie?”

“Sal had Ronnie with her and was fighting off a bunch of Lurkers outside the M-alley one day.”

“M-alley?”  

“The alphabet’s my way to keep track.  M-alley was in Colorado. When I heard the clicking, I pulled Ronnie in and when Sal came after her, I moved the alley.  Course, the clicking heels continued, no matter where we were.”

“Heels?”

“Until today, there was always a noise before the Lurkers came and it sounded like high heels on cement.”

“Ohkaaay...” Sarah wasn’t sure if the clicking were real, or if it were just part of Dee’s imagination...or insanity.

“For some reason, when Sal and Ronnie joined me, the alley moved to the Utah part of Four Corners.  Before that, I’d been in Arizona and New Mexico.  Mostly, Colorado, though.  Ronnie thinks that’s probably where I’m from.”

“Ronnie thought that?”  Ronnie seemed too young to have a lot of answers.

“She’s really really smart.”  Dee was playing with the ties on her dirty hoodie, twisting her fingers in them and untwisting them.  “She’s a Magic-User, like you.  Maybe you didn’t see her book, but it will pretty much show her anything she wants to know.”

A swell of hope surged so hard, her chest hurt.  “Would it show where my parents are?”

“All I know is that the information has to be something known, but Ronnie changed the book so it sometimes shows future stuff.”

Sarah thought about that.  “Somebody has to know where they are.”

“We’ll find out when Sal brings back Ronnie.”

“How old are all of you?”

“Ronnie’s nine, Sal’s thirteen, oops, I mean, fourteen, and I’m sixteen.  How old are you?”

She would never have believed Dee was the oldest.  She looked eleven, maybe younger.    “I’m thirteen.”  She looked at her watch.  It would be true – in three minutes. 

A sudden movement at the front of the alley caught her eye and she stood in front of Dee.  She held onto the straps of her backpack and got ready to fight – if necessary.

It was Sal and she was fuming!  Her face was red, her hazel eyes blazed, and her fists were knotted.  Angrily, she said, “The next time Sissy shows up, I’m going to sit on her head and squash her!”

“Where’s Ronnie?” Dee asked, her brown eyes searching behind Sal, “And your bat?”

The steam dissipated from Sally’s anger and through clenched teeth, she answered, “She got sucked into a big car and it drove away! I broke the bat on the back of the car and I would have chased it, but that mangy mouse-eating gob put a lead rope on me and it pulled me back here!”  

She slumped miserably against the wall opposite them.  When she looked up, her eyes were full of frustration.  “Ronnie’s gone!”  Her heart echoed her loss in silent tears that Sarah could almost taste they were so potent.

“Was it a limo?” Sarah asked.

“No, it was just a big grey car – exactly like the one that took my parents!”  Sal dashed away the tears from her face and her look became one of rock-hard determination. “I’m going to look for Ronnie.  There’s a churchyard near the end of the road where I saw the car heading.  I’ll stay there tonight.  Sarah, you’ll have to watch out for Dee while I’m gone.  If you move the alley...”

“I can’t,” Dee said quietly, looking intently at Sal.  “This is the Last Alley.”

“What!” Sal looked as if she’d been slapped. Hard.

“This is Z-alley...I can’t move it again.”

Sal’s expression changed.  Her eyes were haunted; as if she’d been told she’d be executed at sunrise.

“Why don’t you stay the night and start in the morning?” Dee asked, looking worriedly at Sarah and then Sal.

“If I don’t start now I might be too late!”

Dee looked at Sal; her eyes so full of fear, it made Sarah want to comfort her.

“You know I wouldn’t leave you if I didn’t have to, right?” she demanded, trying to ignore Dee’s pale face.

“But you don’t know where she is,” Sarah said, trying to be sensible.  There was a very real chance Ronnie’d never be found.  “Ronnie could be anywhere by now!”  In her heart, she knew Sal abandoning them was a really bad idea.

“I’m so hungry,” Dee whispered in desperation, clutching her middle.  “You know what it’s like when I move the alley.  I have to eat and I don’t think Sarah knows how to steal.”

Steal? Sarah was shocked and repulsed by the idea.

Sal came to a decision.  “No worries, it’s in the bag.”

“Oh, thank you!” Dee said, looking so pathetic, that Sarah was almost tempted to try stealing to get her some food.  

“I’ll get you two a few days’ supply of food, but after that,” she looked directly at Sarah, “I’m looking for Ronnie. You two will be on your own until I get back.”

Sal started pulling plastic bags out of her pockets and sliding them over her body, tying them together.  “Sarah, you come with me and I’ll show you Green’s.  That way if I get Lurkerized, you can keep Dee fed.”

Sarah had no desire to steal, but she was hungry as well.  She now thought back on the dirty roll she’d turned up her nose at and realized it didn’t seem so bad.  

It didn’t change the fact that stealing was wrong and everyone knew it.  There were other ways – yard work, house work...babysitting!  Maybe the person they worked for could offer them a meal.  She looked at her companions, and a bath!

As Sal worked tying on the plastic bags, Sarah watched magic spread over each one.  The surface tightened and filled with air – like balloons.  As they connected, the magic resembled orange and purple butterflies that spread their wings until they touched and stayed in place.  She’d never seen anything so bizarrely pretty.

“You mentioned a Tapestry,” Dee said with a yawn. “Do you need a big rug for something?”  Dee seemed oblivious to all Sal was doing.

Sarah felt distracted, watching Sal push her arms and legs through the bags and tie more together to make them cover her.

Distracted, she answered, “It’s not a wall rug, and it’s a place my folks told me to go if I had trouble.”  It was a sobering thought.  If she’d ever been in trouble, it was now.

“Take us with you,” Dee begged.  “Then we’ll all be safe.” She threw a worried look at Sal.

“If I knew where it was, I would,” Sarah promised.  Her parents had spoken of the Tapestry as a refuge.  Surely no one would be turned away. 

“We’ll just have to find it,” Dee said, her face looking pinched with hunger. 

“Well?” Sal asked Dee, turning in a circle.  The butterflies had all connected; making it look like Sal wore a plastic orange and purple onesie.  All exposed skin and even her shoes had a faint silvery-pink sheen on them.

“One more in back,” Dee answered, holding out her hand.  “Give me one.”  

Sal put a bag in Dee’s hand.  Dee held it in place while Sal tied it so it covered what little remained of her back.  The minute she did so, the bag turned orange and purple; smoothly connecting to the others.

Sal pulled out a few more empty bags from her pockets, blew into them like a balloon, and tied them together in a roughly square shape.  

“You’re going as Mrs. Tender?” Dee asked, looking delighted and handing Sarah the binocks with the reminder to, “Be sure and turn them upside-down.”

As inexperienced as Sarah was, she knew that, like Dee, Sal was magically powerful in a different way than she’d ever seen before.  She looked through the binocks (upside-down) and felt her mouth curve into a smile, feeling like clapping.

Sal nodded and held the connected air-filled bags in front of her, made a few adjustments, and closed her eyes.  The puffy square of bags became a large purse.  When Sal’s eyes opened, she no longer looked like Sal.  In her place, stood a nicely-dressed middle-aged woman, with a plain but extra-large purse.

The disguise wouldn’t fool anyone with magic, but it was a stroke of genius as far as Sarah was concerned.

Dee sighed and said, “I love it when she’s Mrs. Tender.  No one that works at Green’s thinks anything about her going in.”  

“There’s a real Mrs. Tender?”  Sarah could see all kinds of problems that could come up like weeds after rain.

“Sal just has to be real careful, ‘cause the owner dates her.”

“Isn’t she married?  You said Mrs.  Is she divorced?”

“Oh, no.  The poor thing’s widowed.”

“Stay here, Dee.  We’ll be back soon,” Sal said, heading back out of the alley.  “Maybe I can get a bat while we’re there.”
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Chapter 4: Tender

Sal walked quickly and Sarah followed her across the street to the Green Grocers.  

“I’m not stealing!” Sarah frantically whispered, feeling like a criminal. 

Sal’s voice shook with anger as she narrowed her eyes at Sarah.  “Yes you are!  We haven’t had much to eat for a week because the real Mrs. Tender kept showing up and I’d have to leave.  Look, Dee never leaves that alley and she needs you when I’m gone!  Ask yourself the last time you went hungry.”

Since an hour ago was the answer, she remained quiet, but that didn’t mean she was going to steal!

“You’ve seen Dee,” Sal continued, looking ridiculous trussed up in the bags.  “Someone’s got to take care of her and you’re the only one available, so suck it up!”

They’d reached the store and the bagged Sal opened the door.  Sarah watched as Sal nodded to the coppery dark skinned cashier, whose heart beat with annoyance.

“Hello, Mrs. Tender,” the woman said with a fake smile that told Sarah the real Mrs. Tender wasn’t well liked.  “Is that another one of your nieces?”

“Yes,” Sal answered snootily, with a look that’d do any snob proud.  They disappeared down the bread aisle and out of sight. “She’s the only employee in this human store right now.  The owner likes his mocha latte, and won’t be back for an hour.  The security cameras are busted – promise.  Nobody will know you stole anything.  I never tell.”

“I don’t care if they’re broken!  I can’t...I won’t steal,” Sarah balked, folding her arms and not following Sal, who was already shoving things into her bag.  “I’m going to find the Tapestry.”

“You don’t know where it is any more than I know where Ronnie is,” Sal said bluntly, sticking more rolls into her ‘purse.’  

Sarah felt her jaw stick out in silent mutiny.  “I’ll take Dee with me when I go looking.  Maybe the boy I hit will know where it is.”

“What boy?” Sal became very interested at this point.

“I don’t know who he was.  I was pitched and the bubble hit his Ultralight.  Last time I saw him, the plane turned into a hang-glider.  He was going down, but had control...maybe.”  She hated to think what would happen at that height if he hadn’t.

“What’d he look like?”

Sarah pictured him.  “Blonde, blue eyes, maybe my age... and he was wearing a camo hoodie.”

“Cam,” Sal said confidently and gave a grudging nod of respect, even as she shoved a bottle of jam into the purse. 

“You know him?”  

“All Clubs know him, whether they want to or not.  He’s one of the best.”  She looked nervously at Sarah.  “But don’t tell him I said that.  He already thinks he’s better than me.”  She snorted. “I do have to admit he does one thing pretty well. Remember the dots?”

Sarah looked at Sal’s belt.

“He’s got twice as many, but only ‘cause he goes Lurker-hunting.” Sal sounded impressed.  “At least, that’s what he was doing last time I saw him.”  

Sarah was horrified.  Only a Club would think of doing something so stupidly dangerous as Lurker hunting.  There was no guarantee there would only be one Lurker – as the Lurker King demonstrated.  

She recalled how the Lurker King had opened his wings and Lurkers had poured out.  She’d never heard of that before and odds were pretty good no one knew about it – but them.

Honestly, chances were, they’d have to run for the alley anyway after they finished at the store, and maybe Sal would get pinned down and be unable to leave, making the alley safer for the three of them.

“How did you get away from all those Lurkers that were waiting outside the alley?”

Sal shrugged as she stuck a stolen sucker in her mouth.  “Lurkers always go for the closest and most potent magical person or thing.  Cam told me it’s one of their weaknesses and I’ve seen enough now to know it’s true.” 

Sarah didn’t like where the conversation was going.  Sal made it sound like the Lurker King only wanted Sarah, but Dee was there too and he’d wanted to know who made the alley.

“The truth bites, right?” Sal smirked and offered her a Peppermint Pattie.

She shook her head at the offering and Sal put a double-handful of candy in her bag.  Sarah whispered, “What makes you think he didn’t want Dee more than me?”

Sal counted on her fingers, “One, you said he was hunting you. Two, he’s never shown up before.  Three, you kept his attention, more than Dee.  His bloody red peepers were locked on you most of the time.”  

“How do you know that?”

“I’m a double-Club!  I was trained to watch the enemy from birth.”  She looked at Sarah’s stricken expression.  “No worries, it all worked out.”  

As they moved out of the candy aisle, Sal swiped a box of donuts and several fruit pies into the bag.  She went around the cereal aisle and, after a quick glance around, stole a box of animal crackers.

“Stop stealing, or at least get real food.”

“Chill!  I haven’t been in the veggie aisle yet.  The cashier’s stocking it right now.”

Sarah hadn’t noticed.

“So when did Dee wake up?  Usually, she’s out for a day, sometimes two.”

“What’s...wrong with her?” Sarah wanted to know.  She liked Dee, but found her rocking disturbing and then there was that odd heartbeat...

“Dee’s an ostrich.”

“Huh?” Sarah felt she was missing part of this conversation.

“In cartoons, Ostrich’s stick their head in the sand.  Dee’s kind of like that.”

Sarah scowled.  Her sense of fair play wouldn’t allow that to stand.  “I think she’s brave.  She got bit by the Lurker King while moving the alley and still kept going.  She saved my life and it sounds like she saved yours and Ronnie by letting you stay in the alley.”

Sal rolled her eyes.  “I didn’t say she was a coward.  She’s just, well...you’ll find out.”

She nodded, not wanting to argue.

“Now that she can’t move the alley anymore, you’re going to have to do all the stuff I’ve been doing.”

“I’m going to find the Tapestry, remember,” Sarah reminded her.  “With or without you.”

“Mrs. Tender!” a blonde boy – no, the blonde boy the pitch bubble had almost knocked out of the sky, strutted down the aisle.  “Imagine seeing you here!”  Then he gave a cheeky grin and whispered, “Especially since I just left you at your house nursing a nasty cold. Plus – you left puddles of magic all over the place.”

His eyes glanced Sarah’s way and he did a double-take, then looked at the floor and turned his back.  “Uh...you’re...”

What was the matter with him!  His face was slightly red and he refused to look at her.  She grabbed the strap of her backpack and asked the most important question.  “Do you know where the Tapestry is?”

He turned back around looked a bit ticked.  “Yeah, and no thanks to you, I missed my landing in the forbidden zone!”

Forbidden zone?  “Sorry.”

“No prob.  I wouldn’t have been able to land anyway,” his eyes twinkled mischievously.  “There’s a Janx-hex pyramid force field covering the whole thing.”

“Really?” Sal asked skeptically, while stuffing soup cans into her bag.  “You saw it?”

“No, but I bounced off it,” he admitted as if bouncing off unseen pyramids was fun.  “I woulda been here earlier, but it took me this long to shake Kory off my tail.”

“Kory was chasing you?” Sal said.  She looked impressed despite her efforts not to. 

The cashier came down the aisle from the opposite direction and nodded at ‘Mrs. Tender’ and scowled at Cam.

Sarah decided to wait outside.  She hurried out of the store and happened to glance into the alley.  

Dee was staring right at her.  She looked so helpless standing there, leaning against the bricks at the front of the alley, one hand across her empty mid-section, and the other twirling the strings on her hoodie.  When she saw Sarah, she gave a weak wave, and went deeper into the alley, probably to rest...likely assuming Sarah would be coming in with food.

At that point, Sarah knew she’d never be able to walk away.  Not from Dee, anyway...and Sal needed her help to find Ronnie, whether she knew it or not.  

She closed her eyes and decided to wait for Sal.  Leaning against the window, she started to ask herself some hard questions.

What if she never made it to the Tapestry?  Wouldn’t staying with Sal and Dee be better than trying to navigate the streets alone? 

Was it such a horrible thing that Sal was doing?  If you looked at the facts, Sal was doing the same thing Sarah was trying to do (find her family).  Course, Sal was doing it with a lot more attitude and stealing.  Maybe that boy...Cam...would help.

Sarah desperately wanted her parents, though she had little hope she’d find them.  Tears hid just below her eyelids and her eyes stung with the effort of holding them back.

Sal would hate the fact Sarah, as a Heart, knew Sal’s gruff exterior hid a person that was as afraid as she was.  Everyone’s heart whispered and Sal was no exception, though she sensed Sal wouldn’t want Sarah to know how she was feeling.  

They needed to help each other.  If Sal helped her find the Tapestry, Dee would be safe, and she would help Sal find Ronnie. 

She looked up and found herself once again staring into the empty eye sockets of a Lurker.  Petrified, she heard her voice squeak instead of scream.

A green blur flashed by Sarah’s head and the Lurker was slammed so hard into the sidewalk, the Lurker’s skull cracked!

“Take that!” growled a feminine voice. 

She turned to face a bizarrely-dressed stranger with a mop of white-blonde curls, and brown eyes.  She was wearing the pinkest lipstick Sarah had ever seen and a white t-shirt with a giant pair of sparkling lips and the words:  Kiss me!  (Nothing makes me sick!).  

“Hello, I’m your Auntie, Lacey Devine.”  

All unrelated adults in the magical world were considered aunts or uncles, at least, that’s what her parents taught her.  

“I’m the luckiest woman in the world!  I’ve never been allowed to pick up Cards before,” the woman gushed. “And now I’ve gone and found a missing one!” 

Sarah had no idea what Lacey was talking about.

“I’m so glad I wore my lava-lamp pants now that it’s turned into a rescue mission!”  She smoothed her long-fingered hands over the material.  “They’re part of my Dangerous Designs line.”

Sarah automatically looked at the egg-yolk yellow pants.
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