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      Persy’s Site Here

      

      Three books times three will lead you through their journey. Three distinctively different magical times provide an elegant backdrop for the ultimate battle between good and evil. The first trilogy is set primarily in Britain in the 1670’s, when witches were hunted and the manipulation of magic required a cloak.

      

      The next two trilogies occur in entirely different magical times, with entirely different obstacles and some new...some old villains to encounter.

      

      Follow Persy and Thaddeus as they tango with gypsies, vampires, and the darkest of Chinese sorcery, creatures ancient...and ones whose stories are new...

      

      Welcome to Book One of The Persephane Pendrake Chronicles.  May you enjoy this adventure and the eight books which will follow.

      

      At the back of this book are links to Book 2 - The Cauldron of Ceridwen and Book 3 - Lapis Draconis.  Book 4 - The Fallen Star will be out Fall 2018.

      In Dreams & Magic…

      Lady Ellen & Persy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join Persy’s ‘VIP Readers Club’

          

        

      

    

    
      Persy’s “VIP Readers” members get free books, free behind the scenes photographs and fantasy artwork, and unique items to accompany the books.

      

      Members are always the first to hear about Lady Ellen’s new books, giveaways and publications.

      

      See the back of the books for details on how to sign up!
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      It just figured that things would go wrong today. It was Tuesday—the Day of Fire.

      Persy entered her backyard through the garden gate and plunked herself down into a chair on the deck. She tossed her backpack down and scrubbed her face with her palms. Another pain-in-the-butt day. Stupid pranks.

      It was always the same.

      “Aggrrrrrhhhhh!” she growled, nostrils flaring, and smacked her hands down on the arm rests.

      “Great...just great,” she hissed.

      Persy had kept her secret well for all of her twelve years and nine months. But today—today she lost control and it peeked out of its box.

      She was an exceptionally talented young witch. Each week, as she grew closer to her thirteenth birthday, her powers were becoming stronger and more plentiful. But that was just it. These powers. This was her secret.

      This secret, according to her parents, was the one thing about her no one could ever know. If it was exposed, she’d risk turning her and her family’s lives into a carnival act, resulting in them being examined like lab rats, and probably imprisoned in a well hidden location. In this case, it wasn’t the Hunters, but Munz scientists who would want to study and keep them.

      Today, however, Persy lost her cool...big time. Everyone had their limits, right? Kyle Dunsmore was the instigator of this fiasco and the fact that he was two years younger than Persy made it particularly galling that he got one over on her. Her school life was already less than brilliant with being a science nerd and having to keep the magic thing under rein. She was so tired of the bullying and pranks.

      Kyle was well known for being a practical joker, but Persy was skilled at ignoring him. Persy had to admit now that this particular incident probably didn’t warrant her extreme reaction, but his taunting was accumulative and relentlessly he kept pouring it on.

      It happened after soccer practice.

      Persy finished on the field, and hurried to jump into a quick shower. It was getting late, about 4:45 pm and her over-protective Mom always wanted her home by 5:00. She scampered half-dried to her locker; flung the door open, grabbed her hair de-frizzer, puddled some into her hand and smeared it through her long, very thick, dark hair. And a light went on...she froze. She widened her chestnut-coloured eyes to double their normally large size.

      “What IS this stuff?” she hissed. She looked in horror at her palms which were very rapidly stiffening up and turning white. Someone had replaced her hair product with white glue! And she was pretty sure who that someone was.

      Persy slammed her locker shut, grabbed her backpack and ran outside to the schoolyard to see if anyone was still around who may have seen anything. What a surprise, there was Kyle surrounded by a bunch of his friends laughing to the point of tears. She heard the words “glue” and “hair” bandied about and knew instantaneously that she was right about the identity of the culprit.

      “Well! You’ll not be laughing for long. You are so overdue...” She charged down the steps at warp speed, definitely bent on doing some nasty.

      Kyle glanced in her direction and seemed to know that ‘glue in the hair’ could end up in bodily damage.

      “Feet...don’t fail me now!” he yelped and scampered down the street.

      By the time Persy hit the street outside the schoolyard, Kyle was a full block ahead of her. No problem. Years of soccer trained her into a lean, mean running machine.

      Sure enough, in short order she was breathing down his neck. Then Kyle took a quick turn off to the left and hid behind a massive old oak tree. Of course, this meant they were into “you go one way - I go the other” around the tree; it was too thick for Persy to reach him by standing in one spot. So annoying.

      Off to the right side of the tree she spotted Mr. Hornby’s cranky bulldog, Gruesome. He was sitting there, staring, with his tongue lolling out of his mouth, slobbering on the sidewalk.

      Persy jumped to the right and as she expected, her target veered to the left. And THAT’S when it happened.

      Sparkles sprinkled through the air. “Grues, ol’ boy,” she asked without sound. “I don’t suppose you could somehow nail this ninny in one spot, while I show him a thing or two about messing with me?”

      Unfortunately, just as the conversation started, Kyle leaned to his left and looked directly between Persy and Gruesome. “What are those spark-..?” Persy’s heart raced. She’d forgotten to consider the visual effects of talking to animals.

      He didn’t finish because in a heartbeat, Gruesome sprung at Kyle taking a whacking great mouthful of Kyle’s jeans, shorts and little of what’s underneath.

      “O-w-w-w-w-w-w,” yelled Kyle, turning his head to check out his bottom end.

      Persy whipped around the tree, grabbed Kyle by the scruff of the neck with her left hand and from behind her back, shot her right one out; holding a baseball-sized, nauseating, smelly wad of rotten egg and pine resin mixture. Persy smunched the mess down on Kyle’s head.

      “There!” she screamed. “Style that...you moron.”

      She let him go and he took off in a small cloud of dust.

      “Thanks, Grues,” she tossed back at the dog, and ran home.

      “Anytime,” the dog muttered. “Only excitement I get.” And he waddled off.

      So here she sat, mulling over her options. Persy knew Kyle had seen the sparkles; how was she going to explain that away?

      Persy sighed deeply. ”Cripes! What a muddle,” she groaned.

      BUZZZZZZZZZ-BUZZZZZZZZ...Persy glanced up. “Hi Benson,” she said, turning her eyes down again.

      “I say, Perse,” Benson said. “You telling me ‘the hedgehog look’ is in for hair styles this season?”

      Persy reached her hand up and touched her hair. To her horror, it was sticking out in pointed clumps where the wind caught it and the glue dried as she ran.

      “Oh, great, on top of everything else I probably look like I’m auditioning for the role of Medusa in some pathetic Greek play,” she cried.

      “Not such a good day, sweet’ums?” Benson being sympathetic, was highly suspicious.

      “Not one of the best,” she mumbled.

      Familiars were life time sidekicks and protectors. They show up at birth and attach to you for the duration. Benson had always claimed he was actually a dragon. Some fool bunged on the “fly” bit when he wasn’t looking. How true that was Persy didn’t know, but he certainly did have the attitude and arrogance of a dragon.

      He was a gorgeous little fellow although Persy never let him know that; all glittering deep greens, turquoise and silver. The last thing Benson needed was something else to be swell-headed about. He could fly faster than the speed of light, which made him a very handy, invisible spy when needed. He was also a veritable fount of information on just about anything. He’d lived for centuries, being a familiar to countless witches and wizards before Persy, which she supposed accounted for the flying database that he was.

      “So why so glum, chum?” asked Benson.

      Persy gave him a summation of the end of her day, post-soccer practice.

      “Great Scott, Perse! Whatever were you thinking?” His voice was creeping higher by the moment--something Persy hated. She cringed, anticipating the lecture about to come.

      “There’ll be phone calls, my dear--many, many prying calls. Mark my words.”

      Here we go. She listened to his voice climb.

      “How do expect your parents to explain this one? You know people feel you are a tad odd. Now, that Kyle kid can actually say he saw something weird and ah, that would be another adjective frequently aligned with you.” Benson was now shrieking.

      “I know, I know,” sighed Persy. “I really messed up this time.”

      “AND!” Benson was on a roll now. Persy knew stopping it would be like trying to stop a tidal wave with a slotted spoon. “Where did the gob of rotten egg and pine resin come from?”

      “A silent Appearance spell.”

      They both knew that silent spells are very tricky. This was the first Benson knew she could cast one. She was maturing very quickly, much faster than he suspected—a bit of a shock to him. Not to mention—NO Magic was to be done in this realm.

      “And WHERE did you learn to do that?”

      “Well, I found it in Mom’s Book of Shadows and kind of, um, read up on them. As they are silent, I thought they could be darn handy without getting me into too much trouble--no one can hear me, right?”

      “Blimey, Perse,” Benson sighed, his British background rising to the surface. “Ah, well, I don’t think the egg and resin thing is the hot tamale; it’s the visual fireworks that you’re going to have to explain.” He was calming down now, voice at level plus one octave.

      They sat quietly together, Benson lit on Persy’s left wrist, both deep in thought.

      “PER-SEPH-AN-EEEEEEE PEN-DRAKE!” the bellow came. Uh-oh! When you got all nine yards of your name from Angelica...you’re in deep doo-doo.

      Persy jumped up from the step, launching Benson off into the ethers, and ran into the house.

      “Yes, Mom?” said Persy, trying, but undoubtedly not succeeding, to impart an air of innocence.

      “Persy, I just got off the phone with Mrs. Dunsmore. I don’t think I have to tell you the details of that conversation - do I?” Angelica sputtered.

      “No, Mom....But.....”

      “No buts. You know how critical it is that we hide what we are.  Didn’t our family suffer enough in the Witch Trials in England? You know that as soon as anyone here suspects we are of the Magical Folk that we’ll be turned into a paparazzi feeding frenzy? We’ll be hounded for the rest of our days...Persy...honestly!”

      “I’m so sorry Mom--but Kyle put glue in my hair product container. I guess I just lost it and Gruesome was right there.” Persy grinned a little. “He likes when I talk to him, and was glad to help. Also Kyle is pretty mean to him, so it all kind of fell together. What about a Memory Erase?”

      “My problem with that is...who has Kyle and even more critically, his mother, told? It’s really hard to trace that, but I believe if I check the Book...there is a “Threading Charm” which will link all the conversations, and then I can do the Memory Erase. I want your help to collect the magical objects I’ll need,” Angelica stated.

      Persy, Angelica climbed up to the secret attic, where all this type of work was done. Benson flew up behind them. They knew it was best to get this done before Dad came home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Secret

          

        

      

    

    
      Angelica and Robert met just after she, Persy and Benson Time-Linxed from Britain, 1666. They arrived in Muskoka twelve years ago (but some six centuries later), on the river bank, after finding their way through a Time-Linx portal under a pristine waterfall from Bellarya, their Magical realm.

      Robert was fishing, and astounded when they popped out from behind the falls on the opposite bank from where he was frustratingly floating fish bait around, only to see it swiped with nary a fish caught. He was about to throw in the towel on fishing. Hamburgers really didn’t sound that bad, after all.

      “What in the blazes?” His chin dropped and speech was a forgotten skill. A gorgeous woman just walked through the falls with a baby in her arms. Holy Crow!

      Angelica was afraid they may meet someone right away, so was mentally prepared with a story. “Hello, my daughter and I were camping and somehow completely lost our way, winding up by the falls. I’m wondering if you could direct us to the closest town?” she quickly queried.

      Robert sputtered, “Well, of course...I mean, sure...the town is not far...well, goodness,...town, yes,...u-m-m-m-m...I’d be happy to take you.” He fumbled with his fishing rod, or rather his not-so-fishing rod. Robert pulled it out of the water, took it apart, and packed it into its case. He threw it in the back of his SUV after he opened the front passenger door to let Angelica in, holding baby Persy. Robert stared at the dragonfly as it flew in the door and rested on the woman’s shoulder.

      Robert drove them to Rockmanor, where he knew there was a restaurant that stayed open late, figuring they were likely hungry. One critical problem was there was no hotel in Rockmanor and it was more than obvious that Robert had no idea where their campsite might have been so Angelica and her babe had nowhere to go.

      After a home-cooked meal, although Robert wasn’t sure Angelica enjoyed it; Robert brought up the subject of her camper’s location.

      “No, I’m not sure what direction it’s in and it really isn’t in good shape, anyway. I was hoping to rent something in town. Is that possible?”

      “Well sure, rooms can be rented in the daytime but right now, everything is closed. What do you plan to do for tonight?”

      “I don’t know. Didn’t plan on getting lost so my first concern is getting ‘un-lost’ and then going from there. Any thoughts?”

      Persy was out cold in Angelica’s arms. The little strange dragonfly sat on Angelica’s shoulder, his wings slowly fluttered up and down, obviously asleep as well.

      Robert scratched his temple.

      Angelica continued, knowing a lot of explanations were in order. ‘I, um, I saw someone earlier today who had mentioned a bed and breakfast for me to check. But obviously, that would be closed now. I just need to find somewhere for the night for my daughter and I,” Angelica looked out the window. A voice popped into her head. Luckily, Robert was looking the other way and so the sparkles went unnoticed.

      There was a bear outside whose name was Orsina and she would be watching over her and Persy as long as they lived in the Munz world. Angelica sighed with relief, but her lodging situation was still not resolved.

      “Well,” said Robert. “If it’s okay with you, I have a guest house on my property. It’s not far from here and I’d be happy to let you stay there until you find what you need.” He was so afraid of offending her but she gladly accepted. Unbeknownst to her new friend, Angelica had scanned his energetics and detected not one iota of harmfulness in this man. She was satisfied that he was offering shelter strictly as a Good Samaritan.

      Twelve years later, they still lived in Rockmanor with Robert, only now in the house because within a couple of years, Robert and Angelica had married; before Persy was two and a half years old. Angelica silently mourned Andreas, Persy’s father, but had made a choice to come to this safer time for her daughter’s sake, so the new marriage made sense and Robert was an exceptional husband and father.

      Robert was the only Dad Persy had ever known and she loved him deeply, probably as much as her Mom. Robert more than any of them, feared the unveiling of his wife and daughter. He’d be out of his mind with worry if this Mind Erase wasn’t done immediately. Frankly, Persy always felt Robert was a little too strict with the whole protection thing, and often wondered what it would have been like to be raised by her wizard father. Why hadn’t he tracked them down? Wasn’t she special enough to seek out? They could have been a family hiding among the Munz, just like her and Mom were doing. She knew he’d been pursued by the Hunters and had to flee, but why forever? It was safe here, though. She supposed she’d never know.

      Mom home-schooled Persy in White Magic but didn’t include much about life back in Bellarya. Persy did know, however, that her name was chosen by Angelica because: 1) Angelica liked the name but more importantly 2) it has a resonance with her future, although Angelica wouldn’t elaborate. It was purposely misspelled from the mythical goddess “Perseph—o-ne” so Persy wouldn’t have to endure a lifetime of associations with the underworld queen.

      Benson sometimes talked a little about the “British Times”, but not often; mostly after evening tea and a couple of wee (dragonfly sized) snifters of eighteen-year-old snapdragon wine.

      “Ah, lassie,” he’d say, “Ya kin feel the fairy folk dancing around the flowers!” Yes, well that was Benson in his more mellow times and when he became too relaxed, he tended to speak his words backwards.  She’d never forget the time after one too many snifters; he turned to her and told her to “pis” her tea. Problem was, she was visiting a friend who, of course, couldn’t hear him and found Persy’s raucous laughter somewhat misplaced, as the friend was telling her about the death of her favourite parakeet.

      Angelica told both her and Robert a little of what it was like back in England during the 1600’s. Although witches and wizards couldn’t be killed by fire, the officials would round up anyone they thought was practicing magic and decided whether they were witch or wizard, sentencing the guilty to be burned. The problem was that no real witch or wizard could work under these conditions of constant fear of exposure. If they weren’t charged, and of course they had spells to slant the odds that they weren’t, then anyone who worked with them or were associated with them in any way were arrested, interrogated, examined and often burned. It was a horrible time for all, magical or not.

      Andreas was taken one night when Persy was just over a month old and never heard from again. Angelica had an aunt who was arrested and although the officials think they burned her, she simply did a Vanishing Spell in the middle of the fire and now lives quietly in Argentina.

      It was extremely difficult for “burned” witches and wizards to communicate with left-behind family back in those times, as believe it or not, the Magic Hunters had a few witches and wizards working on their side and these traitorous Magicals could pick up the energetic of communication between family members. They could only hope Andreas is under these constraints and all right wherever he was.

      Angelica gathered what she needed and in 1666 their time, and she crossed from their magical multiverse of Bellarya through the Time-Linx with her baby daughter and Benson to start a new life.

      Growing up in a Munz world certainly had it’s challenges for a strongly magical baby. Robert and Angelica had to watch her every move to protect her from being discovered. It didn’t take Persy long to use ‘hither’ charms to command her toys come to her when she desired. The number of times Angelica swiped floating dolls or stuffed animals out of the air was beyond count.

      There was a portal to the dimension of Bellarya in the secret attic which Persy, Angelica and Benson would pass through for Persy’s training. Angelica used a ‘hydros’ spell to turn them into a mist which would allow them to easily pass over. She preferred teaching Persy there, in a  more current time as the energetics of magic would not be unusual or cause undue notice.  They had a favourite woodland area they’d go to in that world, not far from Rockmanor in the Munz world. It was secluded from other magicals, but a great hangout for fair folk of all types: fairies, dryads, nymphs, brownies.

      Persy was trained from the age of three on minor spells, borrowing Angelica’s wand. Also she learned about the herbs, crystals and various other magical elements to make potions, tonics and brews.

      She was always questioning, wanting to know more, do more, more difficult spells. Keeping a lid on her was next to impossible.

      “Persy? Are you down there daydreaming? I need a black candle brought up here. Remember?” Angelica called from upstairs.

      Persy grabbed one out of the pantry and sprinted up the stairs to the attic. Persy loved this room with all the magical herbs tied and hung upside down from the ceiling beams, precious oils in decanters on the shelves along with dried anatomical parts, poisons, flowers, gems, crystals and umpteen coloured candles. And this and Bellarya was the only place she got to do magic.

      Angelica opened her Book of Shadows which rested on its wooden stand. She held a paper in her hand with the words “My Secret” on it, and on the other side of the paper, the actual secret, which was that Persephane Pendrake was a witch.

      Angelica lit the black candle and chanted as she rubbed out the letters of “My Secret” one by one:

      

      
        
        “As I erase each letter away

        Your memory will lose my secret (the list of people who were told) today,

        And after the last letter is erased and paper burned

        My secret in your mind--will never return

        As I say, so mote it be!”

      

      

      

      She had done the Threading Charm before and found the list of busy bodies that were told of the day’s events, so she could fit the names into the spell.

      It was done and Dad was still about fifteen minutes from getting home. He worked as the curator in the Alexandrian Museum in Willington, a small city, about three quarters of an hour away.

      Whew! With Mom’s help, Persy certainly dodged a whole mess of trouble. A very quiet Tuesday evening was definitely in order. And while Tuesday evening was quiet, that wasn’t the case for the weekend.
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      Saturday morning began blindingly bright. Persy finished breakfast and with Benson on her right shoulder, strolled outside to the front porch. After Tuesday’s events, she was glad she wasn’t going to be faced with school and Kyle Dunsmore for two days. Although he had said nothing on Wednesday, she’d been nervous that some memory of the escaped sparkles would be remembered.

      The sun and warm spring air seemed to beckon her, and she walked down the steps, out onto the road. Perfect day for the forest.

      Five minutes into the woods, they came to the crystal waterfall. She glanced up at the falls then sat on the moss and wildflower covered bank. Peaceful. She looked up and down the river, as often there was a small brown bear and her black cub drinking from the river or catching fish. They never bothered anyone, and she enjoyed watching them.

      On occasion, Persy had tried to communicate with the bear, but animals have the right to refuse Silent Speak conversations, and that seemed to be the case with this private bruin.

      Benson landed on her forearm and looked up at her face.

      “Lovely little walk down the road, eh, what?” he said. Persy grinned and rolled her eyes. “Yes, that it was.” He often sounded like a quaint British vicar that she’d seen on British TV.

      Persy sat back on her elbows and within a few minutes the bear and her cub showed up. Both bears glanced up at her and then bent their heads to the river to drink.

      
        
          
            [image: Orsina And Cub]
          
        

      

      Without warning, Persy heard a voice talking to her, a woman.  “Persephane Pendrake, my name is Orsina, we need to speak,” the voice said. Sparkles floated in the air over the bears’ heads.

      Persy’s mouth dropped open and she bolted up straight. Benson shot into the air. “What the...?” he snapped.

      “Quiet, Benson, the bear is talking to me!”

      “I know that love, I can hear her! No need to get all batty about it!”

      Persy shushed him and looked back over at Orsina. She continued to talk to Persy.

      “For many years I have been watching over you from a distance. Now that you are within range of the time of knowing...it is time I make contact with you. You are aware that you are an evolving witch, but what you probably don’t know is the depth of your power and the power you are about to gain in the coming years. This information, when appropriate is always passed to the individual witch or wizard by an animal spirit because we have proven ourselves as very reliable keepers of secrets, and also as guardians of young, talented Magical Folk such as you.

      Your mother knows I’m here, but has taken a vow of silence on this matter, allowing you to develop properly. It is up to me to tell you more of your past, so listen carefully, Persephane Pendrake, this is very important for you to know, to understand your fate in this life.

      The portal your mother brought you and Benson through under that waterfall is a part of the Time-Linx, as you will have been told. The Time-Linx does just that; links all things throughout all of time. It can also be a way to access other magical dimensions. Albert Einstein of this world once proposed that time is not linear; that all is happening at the same time and he was right. It’s through the Time-Linx that talented Magical Folk can travel to anytime, from 10,000 years ago; the times of Atlantis or to Ancient Egypt, at the beginning of their belief in gods, some 6,000 years ago, to eons into the future, and of course everything in between. Although in some cases, the traveling to the future is blocked for magical reasons. There are situations in many eras which will need your help Persephane Pendrake, and these will be made known to you when the time is right.

      When you phase from one world to the other you have the ability to land at the exact point you left when you return, so you will never be missed by the Munz around you. The majority of your future will be in your magical world of Bellarya.

      It’s time Persephane Pendrake, very soon. You are three months from reaching thirteen years of age, and Magical maturity, which is close enough to begin to time travel. Your mother knows how to prepare you for Time-Linxing. I will contact you again in exactly one month’s time and we shall meet here. Until then, keep learning.” The conversation stopped as quickly as it had began.

      Persy raised her eyebrows and widened her eyes Her legs were quaking. “But…” The bears vanished under the falls.

      A zillion questions flew through her mind. She blinked quickly, then looked down at Benson. “What was she on about?”

      Benson zipped around her head and shoulders. “I’d say love, that your life’s about to take a rather large turn.”
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      Persy dashed home, both her and Benson fuelled by Orsina’s new information. She was almost of age to use the Time-Linx and yet knew very little about it. Angelica had told her briefly about coming here, but never just when or how she’d be using it, even though Persy asked repeatedly. If she heard, ‘all things in good time’, once more she was going to pitch the biggest hissy—ever.

      Growing up, Persy experienced varying levels of her talents; talking to animals, insects and even flowers on occasion, but they were particularly resistant to chatting, fairly indifferent for the most part. Benson explained that being rooted in one spot makes them cantankerous, a jealousy thing, something you also have to watch out for in fairies. Jealousy among the Magical Folk could be a major barrier to overcome when you needed to contact or work with any of them. And of course, getting herself into trouble by ‘hithering’ her toys, even when no one was around.

      “Mom!” Persy called, running into the house. “I met and had a Silent Speak with Orsina by the waterfalls, today.”

      “Ah,” smiled Angelica. “So it’s time.”

      “Well I’m a  couple of months away from time travel, but she said that you would help me prepare. What do I have to do?”

      “I think for the most part, she’d want me to tell you about the workings of the Time-Linx, what to expect, how to travel, you know...that sort of thing. Sit down, honey.”

      They sat at the kitchen table, Benson on top of the napkin holder. “Oh, goodie a story--just LOVE stories,” and he giggled. Persy shot him a disdainful look and he piped down.

      “First you will travel to Bellarya and go from there.

      “Tell me  more about Bellarya.”

      “It’s our own Magical Realm. Bellarya exists on a much higher frequency than this Munz Real, so magic can be done freely, more easily and not noticed. Like the sparkles of Silent Speak—they are barely noticed. So common. There is a bit of a trade off to magic being easier to do there. It also makes Dark Magic more dangerous. There’s a hierarchy which we’ll explain later.

      Now, the Time-Linx was built at the height of Atlantean time,” Angelica continued. “The scientists then were so much further ahead of even where science is today in this world. Everything was developed in complete unity with nature. The top researchers, inventors and magicals had one on one access to Gaia or Mother Earth, who was later very involved in ancient Greek Magic. That’s why their science progressed in leaps and bounds, because it never harmed the planet.

      The Time-Linx was evolved from an intimate knowledge of the full space/time continuum and complete respect of those laws. It is driven by energetics. Many of its portals also enable access to multiverses. You’ll know this if there is a green crystal globe embedded in the wall of the entrance of the portal. To use the Time-Linx, one first has to be of a specific vibration themselves, a particular level of witch or wizard, and then enter a Linx portal, with their desired destiny in mind, focusing hard on that one destination. I’ve seen some nasty messes of people who were unsure about where they wanted to go and body parts were scattered throughout millennia. Very untidy and it takes an extremely talented Magical Folk to put that back together, so not recommended.

      You will see yourself shimmering and feel as if you’re floating, with very strong winds around you, but that’s about all. You know when you have arrived as the light increases a great deal like a beautiful sunny day, even if it’s not sunny where you land. Your vision clears and you simply exit the arrival portal. The multiverse entrances require the hydros spell or in time, you’ll be able to use the ‘Transversus’ spell to hop multiverses, but that’ll come later.”

      “What can I do to prepare for this and not get tossed about like I landed in a blender?” asked Persy, her muscles tightening and her  mouth going dry.

      “Well, you know how I’ve taught you to meditate over the years? You should really work on that skill. Holding a focus on one thought for ten minutes or so. I know it doesn’t sound like much, but ten minutes is a long time to keep your mind clearly directed at one thing. The Time-Linx doesn’t require you to concentrate that long, but if you can do ten minutes, you’ll have no problem with this at all. It’s a training method all Magical Folk use”.

      “Where would I go first?” Persy cleared her throat and rubbed her now-stiff neck.

      “We’ll let Orsina decide on that...she knows where you are needed most.”

      “Needed? For what? And what do I do when I get there? What’s expected of me?” She began to pace.

      “Again, Orsina will prepare you. Don’t worry about the details yet.” Angelica grabbed her by her shoulders, then hugged her. Persy relaxed.

      “Ok, Mom, I may as well get going on this.” Persy turned and ran upstairs to her room, where she’d be undisturbed.

      “Oh, light a brown candle and practice your focusing on its flame. The colour will help ground you to concentrate better,” Angelica called after her.

      “You got it, Mom. Thanks!” Persy said, bounding up the last few stairs.

      After closing her bedroom door and pulling a brown candle off her shelf, Persy sat at her desk, got comfortable and ready to work. Her heart rate was slowing down.

      “Hey Perse! I’ve got a great idea! How about while you’re practicing...I fly and buzz around you to see if I can distract you and if I don’t...we know you’ve got it?”

      Persy gave him a sideways glance and murmured through tight lips, “Benson my fine English odonate, keep that blabbering up and I’m sure the rather hungry blue jay I happened to notice when I was coming up the stairs would enjoy a fine morsel, such as yourself.” Persy grinned.

      “Eek!” Benson shrieked in feigned horror. “At least offer to feed me to a bird of status like a pheasant...not a bottom-feeding scavenger like the common blue jay.”

      Persy chuckled. “Ah well, I guess I would miss you if you were gone...somewhat!” she said, now fully smiling, while rummaging through her top desk drawer, looking for her candle lighter.

      “Stop...you’re breaking my heart,” Benson said snidely. “Fine, fine...I’m history, you little rotter!” And he buzzed off up to the topmost corner of her drapes, to console himself with a sulking session.

      At first, Persy found concentrating completely for more than a minute really difficult, but by the time she spent an hour trying; starting over again, and again, she managed to do three minutes at a time rather well. Not bad. I’ve got this.

      Monday, at school was pretty much like any other school day. She was not one of the ‘popular’ crowd, so usually on her own. Persy even ran into Kyle, not that it was her idea of a good plan, and he said nothing of Tuesday’s mess. She was SO grateful that Mom was talented with Memory Erases, it obviously worked like a charm. She chuckled to herself--a “charm”.

      Of course, Benson zoned in on this, “Oh, puleeezzze,” he groaned.

      Persy scowled at him, “Benson, you are one tough audience to play, you know that?”

      “Ah, yes my dear, but without me you might get all full of yourself, and become completely obnoxious,” he grinned.

      “Humph. Not much fear of that, now is there?” Persy muttered as she stomped off down the hallway on to Science class.

      “Hey...Persy!”

      Persy turned around to see Rix jogging to catch up with her.  “Hi, Rix. Where’ve you been?”

      “Oh, got here late, had to see my naturopath. I seem to have this annoying rash that won’t budge; even with the herbals and homeopathics my Mom has given me,” she said, and walked along beside Persy, slightly winded.

      Erica or Rix as she likes to be called, was Persy’s best friend since they met in a play group at four years old. She had a consuming passion for all things magical and mystical. When they were younger, all their doll playing was about witches, wizards and dragons. She always loved that Persy could contribute so many great ideas into their play. If she only knew.

      Rix, Persy believed, would gladly give one of her appendages to be one of the Magical Folk. And the poor kid may never know how close she was to magic, in the person she often thought of as a sister.

      “You up for a movie at my place after school?” Rix asked Persy.

      “Can’t today, Rix, got a ton of homework and a few things to do at home,” Persy replied, thinking of her focusing practice. “Maybe at the weekend.”

      “No probs,” said Rix, as they entered their Science classroom.

      At the day’s end, Persy and Rix sauntered back to their lockers, when Persy noticed a very distinct coloured light swoosh past them to her right. She turned her head abruptly to check it out.

      Rix asked, “What?”

      That was a yellow alert to Persy. Obviously, Rix noticed nothing, so this must be magic.

      “Oh, nothing...just thought I saw something...guess not,” she lied. Then it happened again, still on the right of them but back the other way.

      The girls’ lockers were next to each other. When they arrived, Persy opened hers to put books away and as she bent in to put a few on the bottom, she saw it. A little glimmer of slivery-blue light glowed as if the light was bouncing off fog. In a matter of seconds a tiny form came into view, a very small individual with angular features and sharply pointed ears...and...yup...there they were...wings!

      Persy knew about the Fairy folk in Bellarya and thought she had seen glimpses in the woods, but had never been contacted or tried to contact one. In Silent Speak she heard,“My name is Fawna. We must meet. Come to the very end of your Mother’s garden, just as the sun is beginning to set, about 8:30 tonight. Please, it’s very important!” And then with a very soft “poof”...she was gone.

      When the girls walked home, Persy was distracted, wondering what was to come that evening.

      “Persy, what do you think of that guy Jason Matchett? I’m pretty sure he kind of likes me, but I don’t know. He sure can be a jerk sometimes, you know?”

      Persy and Rix were having a lot more of this type of conversation lately and she felt bad she wasn’t giving her close friend the attention she deserved and needed.

      “I really don’t know him that well, but guys can be pretty lame, I think, especially at our age. I think it’s a guy thing so it makes it hard to know who they really are.”

      “Yeah, I’m probably best to just give it some time and see how things go, I’ve never even had a guy for a friend before--so what do I know?” Rix said, shrugging her shoulders.

      “Yeah, you’re probably right—me either,” said Persy. That doesn’t include Benson she thought, after all, they were stuck with each other.

      “Heard that!” Benson yelled, silently.

      Rix lived a half block closer to the school than Persy, so after they parted ways, Persy sprinted home. She wanted to get her focusing practice over with so she could think about meeting Fawna. She was now up to four minutes and climbing and she felt pretty good about that.

      After dinner, Persy did homework and some spell practice, with a constant eye on the clock. At about 8:25, she grabbed her sweater, skipped downstairs and out to the back garden, Benson buzzing along beside her. She’d decided not to tell Angelica about Fawna yet, in case she tried to stop her meeting the fairy.

      “I don’t remember inviting you,” Persy said.

      “Wouldn’t miss this for the world, darlin.”

      She walked to the end of the garden and looked around. Not seeing anything unusual, she figured she was a tad early and sat on a bench. In a few minutes, a glimmer started forming beside a particularly prolific rose bush Mom planted a few years back. Anything Mom put into soil grew like it was on steroids.

      The glimmer morphed into a foggy shape and then a distinct little female. Fawna smiled up at them and flit over to Persy, perching on her left knee.

      “Thanks, awfully for coming,” Fawna said. “Wasn’t sure you would.”
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      The fact was that relations between the Fairy Folk and Munz or Magical Folk were, throughout eons of time, precarious at best. Many of the fairies were very helpful and enjoyed sharing times and workings with other Magicals, but there were certainly those Fairies who were tricksters, mean or even malevolent. Fawna, when meeting Persy couldn’t know what her personal experiences with the beings of her world were, so couldn’t be sure this meeting would happen or if it did, that it would go well.

      “I was pretty surprised when you appeared in my locker,” Persy said. “Certainly wasn’t expecting that, Wasn’t aware you could cross from Bellarya easily. But I’m happy to meet with you and it seems urgent. Right?”

      “Oh,” Fawna sighed. “You have NO idea. I’m so glad I found you. I’ve never been outside of Bellarya before and it takes a lot of magical energy for me.”

      Suddenly Benson chimed in, “Hey then, how do we know you’re not a morphed Kelpie or Phooka? Those blighters are nothing but trouble. You could be trying to win us over only to dish up some dirty on us.”

      Normally, Kelpies and Phooka were quite homely, and that was being kind; the Kelpies with their bulbous bodies and sharp pointed teeth and the Phooka often having heads of men and bodies like horses. Both were very malicious and loved to raise havoc. It would take a very powerful one to change into the visual of Fawna, but with the help of a dark wizard or witch, it wouldn’t be the first time this act was used as bait.

      “No, honestly,” Fawna pleaded, “You have to listen. I’m absolutely desperate.” She looked up at Persy with the saddest eyes. “There is a horrible situation in my world, and it was your world too, Persephane, until your mother brought you here. Angelica leaving was a large part of how this could happen. If she had been around, Melanthios wouldn’t have been able to get away with all she’s done!”

      “Who’s Melanthios? And what’s she done?” Persy blurted out, more than a tad confused.

      Fawna cleared her throat and began. “Melanthios is a very evil witch, but let me tell the whole story from the start, it’s going to make more sense that way.

      Not long after you three Time-Linxed over here, maybe a couple of weeks, things back home started to change. At first, the Fairy Folk and other Magicals didn’t really notice much. The odd missing spirit, fewer flowers in the fields, waters lower in the streams, then one night everything changed.

      We Fairies live in the astral plane as well as the magical multiverses, switching back and forth, mostly working in concert with Munz and Magical Folk, as long as we are treated well. You know how sensitive we can be, and that’s when the mischief happens, if we are offended,” Fawna stated.

      “Yes, Mom has told me all about your kind. You can be a right pain in the butt if you are ticked at someone,” said Persy smiling.

      “Oh, do tell,” sighed Benson. “I once had a fairy turn me a shocking pink. Just because I told her that I thought her baby looked like a green jelly-bean with wings. Colour hexes are murder to get rid of.”

      “But this had nothing to do with anyone being ticked,” stated Fawna. “All of a sudden we could no longer cross from the astral, to spend time in your realm, we were plain stuck in our world. It was unbelievable; no one could figure it out. No one could venture out to your world. No One! When anyone tried, it was like hitting a brick wall. BAM! And you fell back on your butt, stunned.”

      Fawna sighed and continued, “Even the most powerful of Fairies, Our Queen Breena could not budge this Binding Spell. It’s now gone on for years and the Munz are forgetting about the Fairy Folk and not leaving bread, butter or the last of their crops for us to eat; there is not enough food in the astral plane for all of us to survive. Many of us live to work with the Munz and the Magical Folk. We love to sing, dance and celebrate the Eight Great Sabbats on that side and some of the best Fairy rings exist there, now we can’t do any of that. We are sad and lonely on top of being hungry. We need someone to do something.”

      “Do you mean that absolutely no one has made it over to the Munz realm or Bellarya? At all?” Persy was incredulous, she couldn’t imagine the Fairy not being part of Bellarya or the Munz world. She was great friends with a Dryad (tree fairy) when she was younger and learned much of her tree lore from Aurora. Different trees mean so much to the Fairy folk and not all trees exist in their own world. Binding them to the astral plane is like cutting off half of their lives, a disaster for them.

      “Well there are a few of us who have congregated together; some happened to be in the Munz realm when the spell was thrown. One of them, Durin, is a particularly strong fairy and was determined to put an end to the spell. He sent one of his worker fairies into Bellarya to the castle in which Melanthios lives, to hide in the trees nearby to try to see what she was up to. Durin didn’t see that fellow for days and so went to look for him. He found him in a terrible state, dead, laying there with an arched back, eyes wide open and a horrible grimace on his face. Queen Breena says it’s called the “Death Smile”. We are not sure what happened,” said Fawna.

      “Its strychnine poisoning,” said Persy “Mom told me about it when we were studying herbs and poisons. You find it in the seed pod of a herb called Dog Button or Nux Vomica and you sure wouldn’t need much to kill a small being like a fairy. Who would do such a thing?”

      “As I’ve said, Melanthios. She’s an evil witch who is on a rampage to control the world of Magical Folk and she knows no boundaries. She cares for no one. They say she has a heart as dark and cold as the bottom of the Vrims Abyss.”

      “Vrims Abyss?”

      “It the ocean off the east coast of Bellarya. Cold and bleak”

      “Ah. Ok.”

      Fawna continued. “Melanthios is determined to take over the Magical Folk and lead them all in the ways of the Ancient Evil Ones. Her followers are pushing her to show her power and she’s starting with the Small Ones, us and folk like us. And to make matters worse, with us being bound, the evil fairies, like the Kelpies and Phookas, you mentioned, Benson, are running amuck. Now the only Munz’s Fairy folk experience, if they have any at all, are all bad. They are not only forgetting us but hating any they do see.

      The worlds of fairy, Munz and magic are in general chaos. We’ve lost the wonderful balance of our co-existing amongst ourselves and nature. Some fear she will take over all the magical creatures next and finally, the Magical Folk...the witches and wizards of our time in Bellarya will start Time-Linxing to other major magical times to poison them with her vile influence. We have to stop this madness!” Fawna’s eyes filled with tears.

      Persy was not only shocked and horrified at this vicious plan of destruction of everything good, but left speechless with the thought that it could actually happen. She rubbed her sweaty hands on her jeans.

      “Whatever can make a person turn that evil?” Benson asked. “I knew that witch when she was young. She always liked to try the meaner spells. If an innocent insect or small animal died in one of her rituals, so much the better. But she, for the most part is controlled by her family members and in particular her mother. I would never have described her as purveyor of the Black Arts!” Benson was clearly shaken.

      Persy turns to him “Who is...?”

      “Wait, Persy, there’s more,” Fawna interrupted. “It seems it was a shocking rejection in affairs of the heart that really turned her. She was deeply in love with a great wizard, Evander, and they were planning to wed one spring. Just prior to the wedding, Evander came upon Melanthios in a small clearing in the woods, at sunset. There, she was performing a ritual involving the sacrifice of a small rabbit. Evander was purely of the White Arts, so was decimated to find out that his lady love could be that cruel and performing dark spells. He banished her from his life on the spot and from that point forward she’s sworn to uphold the Black Arts and bring them to their maximum power.”

      “Cripes!” exclaimed Persy. “But why have you come to tell me this story? Is there something I can possibly do?”

      Fawna looked a little startled. “Persy,” she said, “Melanthios is a First Order Witch. Do you know what that is?”

      “Yes, of course. There are three orders, the First Order being the most powerful.”

      “Yes, and now that you’re coming of age. I’m sure your Mom will be explaining it in detail, but for now you need to know what a formidable force Melanthios is,” Fawna said.

      “Ok...so again...why tell me?”

      “We need your help to break the binding spell. In less than a month you can Time-Linx, enter our world and help right this terrible wrong.”

      “Fawna, as much as I’d love to put a stop to this-- whatever makes you think I can take on Melanthios?”

      “Oh that’s easy, Persephane Pendrake. YOU are a very powerful First Order Witch. And what’s more - Melanthios is your aunt!”
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      “Yes, it’s true, Melanthios is my sister, your aunt,” concurred Angelica when Persy asked.

      “As a child she’d cast spells which would cause blemishes or zits as you’d call them, or even warts on anyone she thought prettier than her. If a merchant caught her nicking an apple or tart from their stores and tried to punish her, she’d produce a curse to spoil all their goods,” Angelica sighed.

      “It was mostly mischief we thought. Your Grandmother, Laurel, is one of the members of the Magical Folk Governing Council; you have to be very powerful to be elected to this group, so that just gives you a sense of our magical heritage and level of powers.  Unfortunately, when that kind of power or energy turns to the Black Arts it makes for an ominous enemy.”

      Persy squirmed in her chair. “Why haven’t I been told about her?”

      Angelica patted her forearm which rested on her desk. “You know how resonances can be picked up across multiverses. It takes a powerful Magical to sense them, but certainly can be done. I chose not even to speak her name. After all, I had you in hiding.”

      “Anyway, as she grew up, Melanthios would be constantly trying some of the meaner, but not yet, evil spells and charms. Mother always controlled Melanthios’ wand, so when she was allowed to use it to practice, Mother was always there. Then Mother would enchant the wand to become invisible so Melanthios had no access to it on her own.

      That worked well until at about the age of fourteen, Melanthios  snuck up and heard the enchantment on her wand being placed. It didn’t take her long to ferret out the anti-enchantment, that’s for sure. All I know is that when Mother was away from the manor, Melanthios would retrieve her wand and vanish from sight, sometimes for days. I can’t even begin to imagine what she was up to. As a younger sister, I was completely kept out of the loop.

      That’s when she started throwing darker spells and curses, we believe. At first no one noticed when one particular farmer’s field was dying of drought and everyone’s around his was lush and green.  Then as more and more strange occurrences happened, we in the family knew what was going on. She was a bit on the edge, even then at such a young age.”

      “A BIT...on the edge?” Benson cried out. “My dear lady, I’d say she’s taken the proverbial ‘jump off the cliff’! She’s bonkers.” Octave one+ and climbing.

      “Cool your jets, Benson.” growled Persy, “Let Mom finish.”

      “Then she met Evander when she was about nineteen and was literally swept off her feet. Mother and I felt this was exactly what she needed as an influence to come back to the White Arts because we knew he was completely against anything Black. Our first and main commandment in White Magic is, “To do no harm to any one or anything in nature”. Evander lived this credo to its fullest. And believe it or not, Melanthios did stop the Black Magic for some time...at least she apparently did. We really thought it was over, that she’d returned to us.

      For whatever reason, she was compelled to perform a dark spell with the rabbit sacrifice--to this day I don’t know why. Evander caught her, with the rabbit’s blood still on her hands. Their romance came to a grinding halt. She was a broken woman for some time.

      When she finally re-gained herself, there was no stopping her. She came back with a vengeance. It was reported that she was turning in Third Order Magical Folk to the Hunters. Many innocents lost their lives because of Melanthios.

      What made matters worse, was that she hooked up with a very dark influence in Willow, an old Black Witch who lived in the Forest of Depravation in Bellarya, Waltham Forest in Essex, the Munz would call it in their realm, but of course, they would not see the wickedness. Willow has done a lot of damage in her time, but based on her level of magic, she was thought to be a mid-range First Order witch, so was probably delighted to get her mitts on Melanthios and train her. She knew this young vengeful Magical could create way more havoc than she herself could ever have dreamt of doing. What a thrill for her,” Angelica said.

      “Mom, I think I need to know more about the Orders of Magicals.  Just how does that work?” Persy asked.

      “The whole organization is headed up by the Magical Folk Governing Council, that’s on the visual dimension, and as I said, your grandmother Laurel is a lead member. There are three levels to the Order. The First Order is made up of the most powerful and talented of the Magical Folk, which you and I are members of. This Order has the ability and right to perform all White Magic, Time-Linx, own lower Order beings (we do that in all kindness, to teach and protect them) and we also own land.

      The Second Order is composed of Magicals who can perform the majority of White Magic, Time-Linx, but they can neither own lower Order beings or land.

      The Third Order are a group of Magicals with limited powers, often simple healers, local herbalists or diviners, cannot Time-Linx or own land and other beings,” explained Angelica.

      “Being a First Order comes with added responsibilities. In your case, it was decreed before your birth that I was to bear the witch who would be the Magical who held the power to vanquish the evil which would come to our kind. You and I have worked very hard to educate and train you in the way of White Magic. And Benson, as you know is blessed with the memories of his previous lives to add to what has already become a part of you.”

      “There are two other Magical levels of beings who rarely take physical form, the Radiants above First Magicals and the Luminescents above them. You’ll learn more about them in due time.”

      “It all seems so overwhelming, Mom. I’m just afraid of letting everyone down if I don’t succeed.”

      Angelica took Persy’s hand in both of hers. “You must go into this quest with a solid attitude of success. You have to see yourself victorious at every turn. Any other thoughts will bend the odds against you. As you need it, the power and information will be made known to you. Your path is well prepared and all the right people, Magicals and creatures are lined up energetically, waiting to serve your mission.”

      “That’s right my little dove,” chirped Benson. “And I’ll be there the whole time. We’re going to make an unbeatable team.”

      Persy looked at her Mom. Was her training enough? Sure, her powers were evolving every day. The fact that she couldn’t use them unabated in this world, was like sitting on a volcano trying to prevent it from erupting; she had a ton of pent-up energy. But that still didn’t quite stop the queasy feelings she was experiencing in her stomach.

      “There is something I must do now, Persy,” said Angelica, interrupting Persy’s anxious thoughts.  “I have something to give you.”

      Angelica left Persy’s bedroom, went to her own. Inside her closet, with no one looking, she opened a secret door on the back wall with her wand. It slid open, revealing among other things, a purple satin box. Angelica took the box to Persy’s room.

      She handed the box to Persy, “What is this, Mom?”

      As Persy opened the box, Angelica explained, “It’s called a Cimaruta (Chee-mah-ROO-tah). It’s a very old and powerful Witches’ protection charm popular among the Tuscan Witches, but used more generally now. Its name actually means ‘sprig from the top of the rue plant’. In history there have been various symbols attached to its budding ends. Rue itself is an herb of protection and counter-magic to protect the bearer against the Black Arts and throw the curses back to the sender. Vervain is a magical herb which is always on this charm and connects very strongly with the Fairy race, giving the power of psychic divination and also spiritual protection for the owner of the amulet. This is particularly important for you as you are helping Fawna in her plight and your quest will bring you in contact with many of the Fae. It’s also been used in some circles as protection against vampires and counter their ability to compel.

      The other branches on this one have a Rooster’s Head to dispel the forces of darkness, the Key for knowledge, the Dagger which symbolizes the arrow of Diana and protects your physical being and a Crescent Moon, another protection against the Black Arts. It’s made of silver on a silver chain which is the metal of the Moon, the Moon holds the power of the Goddess and much Black Magic occurs at night.”

      Persy was stunned. She picked up the charm from its box, and could feel the vibration of its power emanating.

      “Oy, there,” exclaimed Benson. “Let’s have a goggle, then.” He flit up and landed on Persy’s hand.

      “Yes-sir-e-e, Perse,” Benson said. “Certainly can feel its pulse, very powerful indeed.”

      Angelica continued, “Once you Time-Linx, Persy, you must wear this at all times. You are going to be very vulnerable back in Bellarya.”

      “Yes, I know Mom. I will, I promise,” Persy said quietly, still staring at the charm and sensing its energy.

      Then the Rue, Rooster head, Dagger and Crescent Moon combusted in her hand.
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      A crack of light, surrounded by black, billowing smoke filled the area in front of Persephane’s window. Angelica jumped up, shoved Persy behind her, while folding Persy’s hand closed over her Cimaruta.

      In seconds, a female shape, all in black, formed.

      “Melanthios!” yelled Angelica. “How dare you…” She scowled and started to raise her wand -

      Snap! Blue light filled the room, Angelica fell on her side to the floor. Persy’s face crunched with fury, she leapt over her Mom, holding the Cimaruta straight-armed at Melanthios.

      Melanthios swung her wand to point at Persy and smirked. “Why, niece, how lovely to finally meet you. I’ve been scouring the earth for that amulet. Should have figured my miscreant sister had it.”

      “Disarm,” screamed Persy, having drawn out her wand.

      Melanthios easily swooped out of the way of the casting, coming back with, “Fixatious.” Persy was not about to get frozen in place, so Melanthios could grab her Cimaruta. Not happening. Not today.

      Persy dropped to the floor, rolled away from Melanthios, but the casting caught her lower left leg, which now dragged on the ground.

      Melanthios’s mouth twitched up on the right as she moved in for the snatch.

      She didn’t see the green and turquoise, foot long vortex form behind her head. As it rose, the whirring became loud and louder. “Stopiare!” The maiming curse. Melanthios dropped like a stone to the floor, her body faded to a ghostly hue and vanished.

      Benson appeared out of the vortex, fluttered like leaf onto Persy’s lap.

      “Benson,” she cried. “Benson. Are you ok?”

      Slowly his large composite eyes refocused. “Oy. That took it out of me, Perse. But, yeah, yeah. I think I’m good.”

      Persy gently laid him on a cushion and went to her Mom, who was struggling to sit. “Mom?”

      “Hey, my darling. I’m good. De-fogging,” Angelica gave a small smile.

      Persephane reached for her Mom to give her hand a supportive squeeze, then the air around her shimmered. “What…?”

      It was as if she was watching the whole scene again. The flash of blue, Melanthios, her Mom falling and Benson, but this time, Melanthios turned in time and cast the Death curse. “Terminata!”

      Benson’s vortex vanished. A candle snuffed out. He fell to the floor, motionless. Persy screamed. She was back in her room, her time and Benson was fine on the pillow.

      “What, Persy?” asked Angelica.

      “I saw…I saw…I, I.”

      Benson flew over, landing on her hand. “What, love?”

      Persy’s eyes flicked down at Benson. “You were dead. She killed you.”
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      “What was that?” said Persy, her eyes bulging.

      “What was what?” asked Angelica.

      Persy started pacing around her bedroom. “I saw the whole thing again. Melanthios appearing, you falling, then Benson showing up like a green tornado, but in this one, she turned fast enough to hit him with the Death curse. And that was it. He crumpled to a heap on the floor. Gone.”

      “Not sure I like the sounds of that,” said Benson.

      Angelica’s eyes closed. She rubbed her forehead with her fingers. “I can’t believe this. This should not be happening for months.”

      “What shouldn’t be happening?”

      Angelica sighed, took Persy’s hand, looking her straight in the eye. “I believe you saw a Multiverse. Another version of our world. There are infinite numbers of them.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. Remember, magic is an energy. An intense enormous energy which we Magic Folk learn to control with focus and intention. But the world, the universe and all those who live in it are energy, too. In the world of quantum physics in the Munz world, they are very close to finding out how this all works. We, as Magicals have known for all time, simply becoming more and more adept over the evolution of this planet. But it goes back much further than that. Back to the dawn of time. And throughout all this discovery, we also know there are untold number of Multiverses which exist, simply with different resonances or vibrations than ours. They exist, right beside us, right at our shoulders but mostly not apparent until we tap in. The Time-Linx is very much a part of all of this. As a Magical comes into their adult powers, it is much easier for us to alter our vibration to see and enter these other Multiverses. You saw one today.”

      “How did I do that?”

      “Emotion. Emotion plays a monumental role in this…the altering of your vibration and that world revealed itself to you, briefly. In time, you’ll learn to do this on purpose, when needed.”

      “Cripes. We’ve touched on this in physics, but no one said anything about it being real or accessible.”

      “Yes, I know,” said Angelica. “What Munz research knows and what gets to the schools to be taught is years different. What they know in quantum labs today, may not make it to school for another five to ten years. Anyway, Magicals certainly know and respect this and probably have the best access in the universe, but cutting edge Munz physicists are getting there.”

      “Seen a few of these meself, Perse,” said Benson. “Scary, the first few times, indeed.”

      Persy nodded, then stood by the window, staring out. “So, she just came to snatch my Cimaruta? How could she have known? And was that a different Melanthios?”

      “I’ve had a protection spell over it all these years. It came with us when I brought you and Benson here. As soon as I handed it to you, the spell faded. Should have known to do a new one before giving it to you. Melanthios obviously had a tracer on it. She was furious I got away with it. Yeah, it would be the Melanthios from Bellarya that we just saw and it would appear she’s even more aggressive. The one who killed Benson would be from another, closely aligned Multiverse and by the sounds of things—darker. I’m going to see if I can connect and identify it as it may play a role in our future.”

      Persy put the silver chain on the Cimaruta over her head and slid the amulet down her teeshirt. “Right. I’ll keep it hidden. How do I activate it when I need it?”

      “It will light up when trouble is nearby, but if you need to use it for telling you something, on the knowledge branch, hold it in your hand and ask the question. It will point you in the right direction.”

      “Got it.”

      

      XXX

      

      Saturday was the day. Persy and Benson were Time-Linxing back to 1669, landing near the Forest of Depravation, where Melanthios resided in the castle, Bodesnoir. That Persy was nervous was as big an understatement as when Noah said, “It looks like rain!”

      “It’s today, Benson,” said Persy. “I can’t get this nervous feeling to settle down. I’m excited, too. My very first mission as a witch.”

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, sweet-cheeks. I’ve been on thousands of these and it’s really all about keeping a cool head and thinking out every move. You’ll see,” replied Benson. Truth be known, he was nervous himself. Melanthios was one mean lady, and he used the term “lady” loosely.

      Angelica came out to the back porch where Persy with Benson on her wrist were anxiously gliding in the chair.

      They had an early chat with Fawna. Fawna explained they will be landing in a meadow near the dreaded forest. She would meet them there with a friend or two of hers. She wouldn’t elaborate about the friends.

      “Hello, my little traveling team,” Angelica said. They both looked up at her and smiled. Slowly nerves were replaced with excitement and it helped a lot that Angelica seemed to have every confidence in them and the plans they had made together.

      “Hi Mom,” replied Persy. “Just going over the Time-Linxing again. I know we go to the portal under the waterfall, walk in, and then I have to concentrate very hard on the date – 1669 – and the place – the meadow in front of the Forest of Depravation and repeat the incantation over and over ‘Totus Temporis, Totus Temporis,’ Right?”

      “Perfect, it’s really quite easy...just be very focused. You’ll do fine.”

      They were all up at dawn, even Robert. He usually stayed out of all things magical. There are certain times he completely let Angelica take the lead in Persy’s upbringing, and this would be one of those times. However, he’s not about to let her go off on her major adventure without being at her departure.

      Persy made sure she had everything she needed; wand, Cimaruta around her neck, magical gems and herbs. These were well hidden in the multitudinous pockets of a period country dress Angelica managed to conjure up for her. She didn’t mind dressing like the times she was traveling back to, but she drew the line at the footwear. They wore those crummy leather boots with little sole to speak of. She would have murdered her feet in those, with traipsing all over hither and yon. Nope! She wasn’t leaving Dodge without her beloved skater shoes. She’d already prepared a Disillusionment Charm for them. Now they look like the gear the locals would be wearing. I mean, a gal had her limits!

      It was a silent walk down the lane to the woods and on to the waterfalls. Orsina was waiting with her cub.

      “Greetings to you all,” Orsina said.

      Angelica and Robert walked over to the bear and chatted, exchanging plans and instructions. Persy and Benson held back a bit. Persy was afraid Orsina would launch her through the waterfalls to the portal before she had a chance to say proper good-byes to her folks.

      “Come child, no need to fear,” Orsina said kindly. “We have to prepare, it’s nearly time.”

      Persy and Benson went over to Orsina and Persy’s parents. Angelica and Robert hugged her firmly as Persy said her teary ‘good-byes’. Benson was heard making a few sniffing noises, but he quickly turned away when Persy looked up at him. Closet sop.

      Angelica reminded Persy, “Don’t forget Silent Speak works through the Time-Linx between Magical Folk who are energetically tuned into each other. If you need me, I will hear you.”

      “Ok, Mom,” Persy murmured. Robert took his turn to enfold Persy in his arms and kiss her.

      “And I’ll be doing everything I can for you here. I can’t Time-Linx, but I can send great energy.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Persy tried to smile at him, but it wound up looking pretty quivery.

      Orsina cleared her throat, it’s kind of deep and rumbling when a bear does that. “I’ll take her and the bug through the waterfalls to the portal and make sure they enter properly.”

      “Oy, then - ’oo she calling a bug?” A personal affront was just what Benson needed to pull him out of his sad state. “She know ‘oo I am?”  Definitely going into Octave 2+. “Great lump. She’d make a bleedin’ good floor covering if she weren’t so moth eaten! She would!” Benson grumbled.

      Orsina could have him in one gulp if she reacted to that rant...but she knew Benson and what a haughty little mite he could be, so she simply grinned to herself, letting it pass.

      Orsina and her cub turned, walked over to the edge of the waterfall, gave Persy a side glance indicating they were to follow.  The two bears passed out of sight, under the falls and Persy with Benson on her shoulder stood for a second at the edge, turned back and gave a last little wave to Angelica and Robert. They returned the wave. Persy and Benson vanished under the water.

      Under the falls, the air was cool and clear. Along the stone walkway was an opening which just looked like the entrance to a cave. Rock walls seemed to have rolled back to form an ‘A’ shaped door. Orsina and her cub stood to the left of the door, waiting patiently for Persy and Benson. When they came up to them, she spoke.

      “My dear, you will walk through that opening and about twenty-five feet in, you’ll see the light change, become brighter. At its brightest point you’ll be in the Time-Linx. Remember as you walk to it and when you are in it, constantly repeat the chant ‘Totus Temporis’ over and over and focus mentally on Essex 1669, Laurel’s meadow.”

      “Laurel’s meadow?” asks Persy.

      “Your grandmother, dear, she’ll join you there,” Orsina stated.

      “But before you enter the Time-Linx door, I’ll shift you and Benson to Bellarya’s realm. What appears to be the same Time-Linx door will be there and you carry on.”

      “Alright, thank you Orsina for all your help and looking out for me all these years,” said Persy.

      “It’s been my pleasure, my dear,...more than you know...more than you know,” repeated Orsina quizzically.

      Persy gave her a glance. But there is no time to worry about it. Orsina butted her with her nose...time to go.

      Orsina stood on her hind legs, reaching for a rock above her head. When she touched it, it transformed into a green crystal ball. “Transversus,” she muttered.

      Persy and Benson faded as a mist in mid air, then quickly reformed in exactly the same place, in Bellarya.

      Benson and Persy entered the cave and as they started to walk along the pathway, she noticed that instead of getting darker, the further she went, it was getting brighter. It’s as if there was a hole in the top of the cave somehow, and sun is shining through. But no hole.

      Persy chanted all along the walk, as did Benson. “Totus Temporis, totus temporis, totus temporis’. As they chanted, a drone could be heard in the cave, it seemed like the cave walls were chanting with them.

      In the next few feet, the light exploded and was dazzling in the next instant. They were where it would happen. Still repeating the incantation, she focused very hard on ‘Laurel’s meadow, Bellarya, 1669’ over and over. Then the experience came to an abrupt end. Everything around them became a silvery shimmer...nothing but Benson and herself had distinct form. Persy kept concentrating, ‘Laurel’s meadow, Bellarya, 1669’.

      The shimmering became faster and brighter. Strong winds blew around them in circles and it was everything Persy could do to keep her and Benson upright. Benson crawled into a pocket in her jacket for fear of being tossed around like a feather.

      The winds continued getting stronger until Persy was sure she was caught in the eye of a tornado. Just when she thought she’d have to give up and go whirling helter-skelter to goodness-knows-where; it all came to an instantaneous halt.

      Persy opened her eyes and Benson dared to poke his little head out of her pocket. All that was around them now was the silvery shimmer. She glanced back and thought for a moment she saw a large dark shape behind her, but then it faded and her surroundings came into clear view.

      They were standing on the edge of a breath-taking meadow, full of luminous flowers, grasses and birds of all sorts. The sun shone intensely, enhancing the vibrant effect. To their immediate left, was a very strange rock formation, three rocks stood together, one taller than Persy in the centre, domed shaped at the top, not unlike a door. The ones at either side were narrow and seemed to support the middle one. What she found so strange was they were all heavily covered with moss, but of mixed colours, giving the middle rock the appearance of a window in its upper central area.

      Behind them was the loud sound of rapidly moving water, Persy turned, and saw the swift flow of the current in the river, small fish jumping in and out of its waters and butterflies flitting from rock to rock. This place was Nirvana.

      Something moved at the edge of Persy’s left eye and she turned her head. The middle rock magically slid to the side and forms appeared from behind it. She only saw a hint of a large dark form at first. It was like trying to see through a rain-beaten window. As it became clearer, there appeared a second smaller but equally dark form. Then all became apparent.

      The larger shape was Orsina and the small cub. Persy was shocked to see them. She had no idea they were coming on the journey, but what a welcome sight. Wait...what was this?  Benson, for once was completely without voice.

      The bears were--are you kidding me—marvelled Persy; they were standing up on their hind legs. Then their darkness was replaced with lighter colours and...“Unbelievable” Persy muttered. There was a glow around them as they gently morphed into human forms.

      Orsina changed into a tall, elegant woman with shoulder length greying hair; wearing a soft lilac dress, which flowed breezily to her ankles. The cub on the other hand changed into a young boy, about Persy’s age. He had thick curling blonde hair and the largest blue eyes Persy had ever seen.

      “Don’t look so shocked,” smiled the lady. “I had to get out of that itchy bear skin sooner or later,” and she smiled even more broadly.

      “Who, who, who....” stuttered Persy.

      “Oy, she sounds like Francis, my demented owl,” giggled the boy.

      “Now don’t be rude, Thaddeus,” replied the elegant one. “This is a lot for Persy to take in.”

      Benson blinked, flew at great speed out of Persy’s pocket, buzzed around and around obviously very excited.

      “Laurel,” he cried. “Why didn’t you tell me you were on the other side with us?”

      “Would have caused no end of complications if you knew...you and secrets are not a reliable pairing,” she grinned.

      “Aw, hog’s wallop! I could have kept me lips zipped, thank you very much!”

      “But, but....who, who?” stammered Persy again.

      “There she goes again,” said Thaddeus, laughing loudly.

      The lady in lilac smiled kindly. “My poor dear, you’ve had quite a day. I am Laurel, your grandmother.”

      Time to Time Linx
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      “What was that?” said Persy, her eyes bulging.

      “What was what?” asked Angelica.

      Persy started pacing around her bedroom. “I saw the whole thing again. Melanthios appearing, you falling then Benson showing up like a green tornado, but in this one, she turned fast enough to hit him with the Death curse. And that was it. He crumpled to a heap on the floor. Gone.”

      “Not sure I like the sounds of that,” said Benson.

      Angelica’s eyes closed. She rubbed her forehead with her fingers. “I can’t believe this. This should not be happening for months.”

      “What shouldn’t be happening?”

      Angelica sighed, took Persy’s hand, looking her straight in the eye. “I believe you saw a Multiverse. Another version of our world. There are infinite numbers of them.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yes. Remember, magic is an energy. An intense enormous energy which we Magic Folk learn to control with focus and intention. But the world, the universe and all those who live in it are energy, too. In the world of quantum physics in the Munz world, they are very close to finding out how this all works.  We, as Magicals have known for all time, simply becoming more and more adept over the evolution of this planet. But it goes back much further than that. Back to the dawn of time. And throughout all this discovery, we also know there are untold number of Multiverses which exist, simply with different resonances or vibrations than ours. They exist, right beside us, right at our shoulders but mostly not apparent until we tap in. The Time-Linx is very much a part of all of this. As a Magical comes into their adult powers, it is much easier for us to alter our vibration to see and enter these other Multiverses. You saw one today.”

      “How did I do that?”

      “Emotion. Emotion plays a monumental role in this…the altering of your vibration and that world revealed itself to you, briefly. In time, you’ll learn to do this on purpose, when needed.”

      “Cripes. We’ve touched on this in physics, but no one said anything about it being real or accessible.”

      “Yes, I know,” said Angelica. “What Munz research knows and what gets to the schools to be taught is years different.  What they know in quantum labs today, may not make it to school for another five to ten years. Anyway, Magicals certainly know and respect this and probably have the best access in the universe, but cutting edge Munz physicists are getting there.”

      “Seen a few of these meself, Perse,” said Benson. “Scary, the first few times, indeed.”

      Persy nodded, then stood by the window, staring out. “So, she just came to snatch my Cimaruta? How could she have known?”

      “I’ve had a protection spell over it all these years. It came with us when I brought you and Benson here. As soon as I handed it to you, the spell faded. Should have known to do a new one before giving it to you. Melanthios obviously had a tracer on it. She was furious I got away with it.”

      Persy put the silver chain on the Cimaruta over her head and slid the amulet down her teeshirt. “Right. I’ll keep it hidden. How do I activate it when I need it?”

      “It will light up when trouble is nearby, but if you need to use it for telling you something, on the knowledge branch, hold it in your hand and ask the question. It will point you in the right direction.”

      “Got it.”
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      Saturday was the day. Persy and Benson were Time-Linxing back to 1669, landing near the Forest of Depravation, where Melanthios resided in the castle, Bodesnoir. That Persy was nervous was as big an understatement as when Noah said, “It looks like rain!”

      “It’s today, Benson,” sayid Persy. “I can’t get this nervous feeling to settle down. I’m excited, too. My very first mission as a witch.”

      “Don’t get your knickers in a twist, sweet-cheeks. I’ve been on thousands of these and it’s really all about keeping a cool head and thinking out every move. You’ll see,” replied Benson. Truth be known, he was nervous himself. Melanthios was one mean lady, and he used the term “lady” loosely.

      Angelica came out to the back porch where Persy with Benson on her wrist were anxiously gliding in the chair.

      They had an early chat with Fawna. Fawna explained they will be landing in a meadow near the dreaded forest. She would meet them there with a friend or two of hers. She wouldn’t elaborate about the friends.

      “Hello, my little traveling team,” Angelica said. They both look up at her and smiled. Slowly nerves were replaced with excitement and it helped a lot that Angelica seemed to have every confidence in them and the plans they had made together.

      “Hi Mom,” replied Persy. “Just going over the Time-Linxing again. I know we go to the portal under the waterfall, walk in, and then I have to concentrate very hard on the date – 1669 – and the place – the meadow in front of the Forest of Depravation and repeat the incantation over and over ‘Totus Temporis, Totus Temporis,’ Right?”

      “Perfect, it’s really quite easy...just be very focused. You’ll do fine.”

      They were all up at dawn, even Robert. He usually stays out of all things magical. There are certain times he completely lets Angelica take the lead in Persy’s upbringing, and this would be one of those times. However, he’s not about to let her go off on her major adventure without being at her departure.

      Persy makes sure she has everything she needs; wand, Cimaruta around her neck, magical gems and herbs. These are well hidden in the multitudinous pockets of a period country dress Angelica managed to conjure up for her. She doesn’t mind dressing like the times she is traveling back to, but she draws the line at the footwear. They wear those crummy leather boots with little sole to speak of. She’d murder her feet in those, with traipsing all over hither and yon. Nope! She isn’t leaving Dodge without her beloved skater shoes. She’d already prepared a Disillusionment Charm for them. Now they LOOK like the gear the locals will be wearing.  I mean, a gal had her limits!

      It was a silent walk down the lane to the woods and on to the waterfalls. Orsina was waiting with her cub.

      “Greetings to you all,” Orsina said.

      Angelica and Robert walked over to the bear and chatted, exchanging plans and instructions. Persy and Benson held back a bit. Persy was afraid Orsina will launch her through the waterfalls to the portal before she had a chance to say proper good-byes to her folks.

      “Come child, no need to fear,” Orsina said kindly. “We have to prepare, it’s nearly time.”

      Persy and Benson went over to Orsina and Persy’s parents.  Angelica and Robert hugged her firmly as Persy said her teary ‘good-byes’. Benson was heard making a few sniffing noises, but he quickly turned away when Persy looked up at him. Closet sop, she thought.

      Angelica reminded Persy, “Don’t forget Silent Speak works through the Time-Linx between Magical Folk who are energetically tuned into each other. If you need me, I will hear you.”

      “Ok, Mom,” Persy murmured. Robert took his turn to enfold Persy in his arms and kiss her.

      “And I’ll be doing everything I can for you here. I can’t Time-Linx, but I can send great energy.”

      “Thanks, Dad.” Persy tried to smile at him, but it wound up looking pretty quivery.

      Orsina cleared her throat, it’s kind of deep and rumbling when a bear does that. “I’ll take her and the bug through the waterfalls to the portal and make sure they enter properly.”

      “Oy, then - ’oo she calling a bug?” A personal affront was just what Benson needed to pull him out of his sad state. “She know ‘oo I am?”  Definitely going into Octave 2+. “Great lump. She’d make a bleedin’ good floor covering if she weren’t so moth eaten! She would!” Benson grumbled.

      Orsina could have him in one gulp if she reacted to that rant...but she knew Benson and what a haughty little mite he could be, so she simply grinned to herself, letting it pass.

      Orsina and her cub turned, walked over to the edge of the waterfall, gave Persy a side glance indicating they were to follow.  The two bears passed out of sight, under the falls and Persy with Benson on her shoulder stood for a second at the edge, turned back and gave a last little wave to Angelica and Robert. They returned the wave. Persy and Benson vanished under the water.

      Under the falls, the air was cool and clear. Along the stone walkway was an opening which just looked like the entrance to a cave. Rock walls seemed to have rolled back to form an ‘A’ shaped door. Orsina and her cub stood to the left of the door, waiting patiently for Persy and Benson. When they came up to them, she spoke.

      “My dear, you will walk through that opening and about twenty-five feet in, you’ll see the light change, become brighter. At its brightest point you’ll be in the Time-Linx. Remember as you walk to it and when you are in it, constantly repeat the chant ‘Totus Temporis’ over and over and focus mentally on Essex 1669, Laurel’s meadow.”

      “Laurel’s meadow?” asks Persy.

      “Your grandmother, dear, she’ll join you there,” Orsina stated.

      “Alright, thank you Orsina for all your help and looking out for me all these years,” said Persy.

      “It’s been my pleasure, my dear,...more than you know...more than you know,” repeated Orsina quizzically.

      Persy gave her a glance. But there is no time to worry about it. Orsina butted her with her nose...time to go.

      Benson and Persy entered the cave and as they started to walk along the pathway, she noticed that instead of getting darker, the further she goes, it was getting brighter. It’s as if there was a hole in the top of the cave somehow, and sun is shining through. But no hole.

      Persy chanted all along the walk, as does Benson. “Totus Temporis, totus temporis, totus temporis’. As they chanted, a drone could be heard in the cave, it seemed like the cave walls were chanting with them.

      In the next few feet, the light exploded and was dazzling in the next instant. Persy knew they were there, where it would happen.  Still repeating the incantation, she focused very hard on ‘Laurel’s meadow, Essex, 1669’ over and over. Then the experience came to an abrupt end. Everything around them became a silvery shimmer...nothing but Benson and herself had distinct form. Persy kept concentrating, ‘Laurel’s meadow, Essex, 1669’.

      The shimmering became faster and brighter. Strong winds blew around them in circles and it was everything Persy could do to keep her and Benson upright. Benson crawled into a pocket in her jacket for fear of being tossed around like a feather.

      The winds continued getting stronger until Persy was sure she was caught in the eye of a tornado. Just when she thought she’d have to give up and go whirling helter-skelter to goodness-knows-where; it all came to an instantaneous halt.

      Persy opened her eyes and Benson dared to poke his little head out of her pocket. All that’s around them now was the silvery shimmer. She glanced back and thought for a moment she saw a large dark shape behind her, but then it faded and her surroundings came into clear view.

      They were standing on the edge of a breath-taking meadow, full of luminous flowers, grasses and birds of all sorts. The sun shone intensely, enhancing the vibrant effect. To their immediate left, was a very strange rock formation, three rocks stood together, one taller than Persy in the centre, domed shaped at the top, not unlike a door. The ones at either side were narrow and seemed to support the middle one. What she found so strange was they were all heavily covered with moss, but of mixed colours, giving the middle rock the appearance of a window in its upper central area.

      Behind them was the loud sound of rapidly moving water and as Persy turned, she saw the swift flow of the current in the river, the small fish jumping in and out of its waters and butterflies flitting from rock to rock. This place was Nirvana.

      Something moved at the edge of Persy’s left eye and she turned her head. The middle rock magically slid to the side and forms appeared from behind it. She only saw a hint of a large dark form at first. It was like trying to see through a rain-beaten window.  As it became clearer, there appeared a second smaller but equally dark form. Then all became apparent.

      The larger shape was Orsina and the smaller her cub. Persy was shocked to see them. She had no idea they were coming on the journey, but what a welcome sight. Wait...what was this?  Benson, for once was completely without voice.

      The bears were--are you kidding me—marvelled Persy; they were standing up on their hind legs. Then their darkness was replaced with lighter colours and...“Unbelievable” Persy muttered.  There was a glow around them as they gently morphed into human forms.

      Orsina changed into a tall, elegant woman with shoulder length greying hair; wearing a soft lilac dress, which flowed breezily to her ankles. The cub on the other hand changed into a young boy, about Persy’s age. He had thick curling blonde hair and the largest blue eyes Persy had ever seen.

      “Don’t look so shocked,” smiled the lady. “I had to get out of that itchy bear skin sooner or later,” and she smiled even more broadly.

      “Who, who, who....” stuttered Persy.

      “Oy, she sounds like Francis, my demented owl,” giggled the boy.

      “Now don’t be rude, Thaddeus,” replied the elegant one. “This is a lot for Persy to take in.”

      Benson blinked, flew at great speed out of Persy’s pocket, buzzed around and around obviously very excited.

      “Laurel,” he cried. “Why didn’t you tell me you were on the other side with us?”

      “Would have caused no end of complications if you knew...you and secrets are not a reliable pairing,” she grinned.

      “Aw, hog’s wallop! I could have kept me lips zipped, thank you very much!”

      “But, but....who, who?” stammered Persy again.

      “There she goes again,” said Thaddeus, laughing loudly.

      The lady in lilac smiles kindly. “My poor dear, you’ve had quite a day. I am Laurel, your grandmother.”
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      “Man!” Persy declared regaining her clear thinking.  “I’ve got family coming out of the woodwork lately!”

      They walked into the meadow and found a copse with low flat rocks to sit on. Benson lit on the corner of one and closed his eyes, soaking up the sun’s rays. Felt great after the cold, windy cave.

      Laurel smiled softly and with great caring. “There is much for you to learn about this world, Persephane. I will take over your teachings now, just as I have been tutoring Thaddeus. Thaddeus Twynam,” she said tapping Thaddeus on the shoulder.

      Although she’d spent time in Bellarya, she knew little about this time. In a long discussion about the local inhabitants, Persy was brought up to speed on how they live, their habits and customs and language terminology. Old English was not something she was used to, so she’d have to do a crash course to be able to understand them without seeming that she was from another planet.

      “Don’t fret yourself about it, Persephane,” Laurel said. “It’s more important you learn to understand it. I’ll put an Interpretive Charm on your speech...called ‘Lange Locale’, which will convert it to their dialect in their ears. We will hear your real language.”

      As they rested and chatted, Persy noticed the sun was going down, and figured it would be about 4:00 pm at home. The early evening here was still warm and she loved the fragrant meadow.

      Out of the blue, from the left came the sound of pounding hooves, and in the distance Persy saw little puffs of dust getting closer and closer.

      They turned to see the most colourful, deep pink and green, short, pudgy dragon come galloping along.

      Thaddeus jumped up yelling, “Hey! Over here,” waving his arms.

      The dragon spotted him, made a bee-line and came to a grinding halt in front of them. Thaddeus hugged him and stroked his scaly head.

      Benson woke with the clamour. He was further aggravated by the anticipatory look on Persy’s face, very much wanting to meet the dragon. ‘Humph.’ Once more going over in his mind how he yearned to be a real dragon, not a blinking “fly” variety. He decided to pretend he was still asleep, maybe this would all go away.

      “Oh, my gosh, Thaddeus!” Persy swooned, “He’s gorgeous. What’s his name?”

      “Um,--well--that’s where it gets a bit odd,” Thaddeus said slowly, “It’s—um--Prissycups.”

      “PRISSY-CUPS!” blurted Benson, no longer able to keep up the sleeping act. “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha! Oh, no...sniff...sniff…,” tears running down his face. “Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!”

      Great Scott. The universe DID have a sense of humour.  Benson was rolling around on the rock laughing so hard that he plunked over the side onto the ground. Even this couldn’t contain his mirth. His somewhat muted guffawing could still be heard where the others were sitting.

      Persy was very embarrassed by Benson’s behaviour and told Thaddeus and Prissycups.

      “It’s Ok,” said Prissycups. “Happens all the time. I was originally hatched by a Magical family with nine witch and wizard children. By the time I came along they all had pets except the youngest, a three-year-old girl. She was the one who named me and once a dragon is named, there is no changing it. Friends mostly call me P-C. It’s kinder.”

      “Well, then...P-C, it is,” declared Persy. She turned abruptly and called, “Benson. Here. Now.”

      Benson slowly struggled back up over the side of the rock, still giggling and snorting. “Yes, missy...or is that Prissy? Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha.” He lost his grip and fell back over the rock again. A soft ‘thud’ was heard.

      “BENSON.” demanded Persy. “NOW!”

      Benson flew this time in a staggering manner up to Persy and sat on her shoulder, “Ah, oh my – heh, heh, heh.” He wound down and appeared somewhat more together.

      “Benson, this is P-C, Thaddeus’ dragon. I want you to say hello—politely,” said Persy, sternly.

      “What? Are you kidding?  No way, dearie, This is rich...just too rich. Sorry, but I can’t let this one pass. Prissycups? Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-ha. Oh, my...Oh, my,” gushed Benson.

      “BENSON. I swear…I’m going to look for a big, nasty, hungry bird for you, if you don’t stop this minute,” Persy said, tightly through her teeth.

      “Ok, ok,” Benson agreed. “I’ve heard it all before my dear...I’ll behave.”

      “Hello...P...snigger, snigger...C,” Benson said. “Lovely, and I DO mean lovely to meet you.”

      “Yeah, sure,” replied P-C. “Nice to meet you, too, I think.” P-C’s head was lowered. Thaddeus was not amused.

      Things calmed down, and they sat quietly for a bit. Then Persy remembered something she wanted to ask her grandmother.

      “Grandmother, when Fawna said we’d be landing in your meadow, she also said it was not far from the Forest of Depravation. Where is that? She also mentioned she would meet us with a friend of hers.”

      “The Forest is about a half a mile from here,” replied Laurel. “See over there, those tall trees? You’ll notice how dark they are. How the sun even as bright as it is today, doesn’t seem to penetrate them. That’s the edge of the Forest. And we’ll catch up with Fawna later on.”

      Persy looked to where Laurel was pointing, and saw the trees and their unnatural darkness. In the mists beyond, she could just see the tall turrets of what seemed like a castle.

      “What are those towers?”

      “That, my child, is Bodesnoir Castle where Melanthios lives. That is the home of your aunt,” stated Laurel, very quietly.

      Persy’s face hardened. “Yes, we’ve had a visit recently from her.” Her heart raced at the thought of her evil aunt and the damage she could have done to Mom and Benson.

      “So I heard.” Laurel’s eyebrows lifted, she took Persy’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze.

      The sun had almost gone, and Laurel suggested they start the walk to her house on the far side of the meadow. They meandered in that direction, chatting about this and that when Laurel’s house came into view.

      It was an enchanting stone manor, three stories high with six windows on each floor facing them. Fruit trees, heavy with apples, pears, plums and peaches were in the front garden. There were many other gardens filled with both common and strange plants and a few small gardens with just flowers.

      “Oh, Grandmother, it’s magnificent,” Persy was thrilled.

      “Yeah, not bad digs,” Benson said and looked at P-C, snickered a few more times.

      Laurel smiled and said, “Come everyone, we’ll go inside and have  dinner, for then we have plans to make. Very, very serious plans.”
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      They moved to Laurel’s back garden after dinner, Persy in particular eyeing the herbs and flowers. Even in the dark, there were many Persy recognized from studying with her mother. Several of the more unusual ones Persy knew Mr. Hornby grew in his garden next door, which now seemed even stranger to her.

      The garden was planted in the shape of a pentagon with a circle around it. “I start a garden with a pentagram for protection,” said Laurel. “From there I plant each area as it relates to the elements.”

      “I can see the Lady’s Mantle. I remember Mom using that to aid in transformation spells...it’s like an activator,” said Persy as her eyes ran over the plants while she tested herself mentally on those she could identify.

      “And, oh, there’s Asafoetida...that’s to banish negative energy and evil spells. That could come in handy, for sure.”

      “I should think so,” Benson chimed in. “That stuff seriously stinks. It’d scare anything away.”

      “Very true,” smiled Laurel. “Very true.”

      Thaddeus asked, “Laurel, what is that glow over there, beside the Vervain?”

      They turned to look and the glow became larger, eventually forming a small figure.

      “Fawna!” cried Persy. “Over here.”

      Fawna flew over to the group and gently landed on Persy’s right knee.

      Everyone knew each other, the little fairy had been a regular visitor at Laurel’s, trying to arrange aid for her confined fellow folk.

      “I’m glad you’re here, Fawna,” said Laurel. “I wanted to go over with all of you how I think we can break this Binding Spell on the Fairy Folk. I have conferred with some of the Magicals on the Governing Council, and also pored through my Book of Shadows and this seems the best way:

      Attached to every Binding Spell is a doorway, if you will...a weaker point of energy and secured by a Wyrd Lock. ‘Wyrd’ comes from Druid magic meaning ‘Web of Life’ but in this case is an entrapment web. Here, as it’s a geographical spell and not a Binding Spell that is only cast on one individual, they are different. This Wyrd Lock responds to a particular key. Now the deal with Binding Spells like these is that although they seem impossible to break on the surface, there is always a physical key and if you do what is necessary, then the key will break the spell.

      It’s also advised that we burn Dragon’s Blood berries when we open the Wyrd Lock. They are very good for astral travel and will aid the Fairies when they flee the spell.”

      “What’s Dragon Blood?” Persy quizzed.

      Laurel pointed down the garden, “See that little palm? That’s Dragon’s Blood. Normally it only grows in hot climates, but I have a Warming Charm on it, so it does quite well here.”

      “So where would this key be?” Fawna asked.

      Laurel continued, “Well, it seems that according to my Book, the keys to these spells are in the domain of the person who threw the spell, in this case, Melanthios. So it’s probably in her castle.”

      “Oh, that’s just ducky,” complained Benson. “How on earth are we going to get it then?”

      “Yes, that’s what I’ve been working on with some of my colleagues,” explained Laurel. “We believe the best way to go about this is this; Melanthios has her castle guarded by Norwegian Trolls...”

      “Great, those guys are gigantic—about nine feet tall--and a few sandwiches short of a picnic basket.”

      “True,” Laurel agreed. The corners of her mouth twitching. “But that’s the good thing about them—they are not very bright and are therefore easier to trick. And to top things off they are fairly blind. They guard with their senses, they feel the energetic field of whoever is approaching rather than see them first.”

      Thaddeus jumped in, “So how do we turn off our energy?”

      “You don’t.” Laurel reached for a book on the table. “I will teach you to mask it with an Energy Veil, but it will make you listless and tired, so you have to be quick to get by the trolls and then Persy will do the counter charm.”

      Persy saw Thaddeus’ lips press together and his eyes darkened. Was she crossing some line here? He’d obviously been with Laurel for ages and yet she was being asked to do major spells. They needed to talk alone.

      “How do we know what to do once we are inside?” Persy asked, switching her attention back to Laurel.

      “All we have been able to figure out is that once inside the main door there will be some clue, something out of place, we think.” Laurel flipped through the book. “These keys leave very subtle traces of their existence. Once you decipher the first clue, there most likely will be a trail to follow. From everything we could find, you are all going to have to work together, pooling your various talents to retrieve the key. Retrieve it you must, as it is the only way to free the Fairy Folk.

      I also want to tell you about that forest; they are fraught with ‘Truth Tests’,” said Laurel. “You could be approached by animals using Silent Speak, gnomes, elves, brownies even witches and wizards. Whatever you do, think very carefully before answering the quizzes as the consequences are usually dire if you get it wrong.”

      “E-e-w-w-w-w that sounds like fun,” gushed P-C.

      “‘Bout as much fun as swallowing razor blades, Bozo,” replied Benson. “These guys are for real--a wrong answer and we could be history.”

      “Oh,” said P-C.

      “Alright everyone, I think we should soon retire for the night. Tomorrow morning I’ll take you four to the edge of the Forest of Depravation where you will start your journey to claim the key for the Wyrd Lock,” said Laurel, rising and going into the house.

      The others said good night to Fawna and followed Laurel inside.
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      They were up and ready to go at first light the next morning.  Laurel packed bread, cheese and fruit in a knapsack for them. Fresh water was easy to find in the forest.

      “Persy,” she said, as they stand at the edge of the Forest of Depravation, “I’ve enchanted your wand with the Energy Veil. Just before you approach Bodesnoir, simply incant ‘Tegos’ as you tap everyone and your energy fields will be hidden. But I remind you...move quickly past the Trolls and get inside the castle, as you will feel weak in a short time. Once inside, tap everyone again and declare ‘Laxos’ and the Veil will be removed.”

      Persy slid a side glance at Thaddeus. They hadn’t had a chance to talk on their own. He seemed a bit sulky to her. They were going to have to be on the same page for this whole quest to work out. She bit the side of a nail. Maybe on the walk to the castle.

      “Got it,” said Persy. She was ready, full of confidence now. She could do this. Persy had a vast heart for anything nature and its beings. There was nothing more she wanted at this moment, than to free the Fairy Folk.

      They bade Laurel good-bye and started on the path into the forest. It was true; it was much darker in there than it should be.  The sun was bright and hot in the meadow, but here, not a ray broke through the trees. Very strange, indeed.
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      Fifteen minutes hadn’t passed before an ugly gnome jumped out on to the path. He had incredibly large ears, a great hooked nose and his face was dotted with warts, spewing out long hairs.

      “Not so fast, my fine looking troop,” he sneered. “Just where do you think you are going?”

      “Can’t see where that’s any of your bother,” said Thaddeus. “What’s it to you?”

      “No one passes here without answering a Truth Test. Mine are tests of wit, which will decide whether you are worthy to continue through my forest,” said the gnome.

      “Your forest?” said Persy. “I’d think it would be referred to as Melanthios’ forest if anyone’s.”

      The gnome smirked, “Think of me as one of her ‘agents’ then.”

      “Oh goodie...a puzzle,” P-C says.

      “Oh, brother,” sneered Benson.

      “Well, get on with it,” demanded Persy. “We haven’t got all day.”

      (Note from Lady Ellen: See if you can answer the puzzle before our heroes tell you the answer!)

      “Patience, my pretty,” said the gnome.

      “Here’s your question: There are five wizards walking along a pathway in the meadow. All of a sudden it starts to pour rain. Four of the wizards begin to hurry to get to their destination as quickly as possible. The fifth wizard does absolutely nothing to hurry at all and is present throughout the whole journey. They all arrive at the same time and the fifth wizard is completely dry. There are no carts, wagons or carriages involved. How did this happen?”

      The four of them stood in a huddle and began to exchange ideas.

      “Maybe the fifth one has an umbrella,” said Thaddeus.

      “Yes, but that doesn’t explain how he gets to the destination at the same time. He doesn’t hurry,” replied P-C.

      “Hmmmm,” said Benson. “Maybe he Time-Linxed to where ever they are going, he can get there at the same time--and he’d stay dry.”

      “No, the gnome said they were all present throughout the journey,” said Persy, thoughtfully.

      “Well to stay dry, he’s covered with something,” said P-C.

      “Right you are, P-C,” Thaddeus agreed. “But what?”

      “How about a covered wagon?” asked Benson. “Maybe he’s in a wagon and the others are pulling him; that’s how he arrives at the same time without actually changing his speed. And they can have covered him which would keep him dry.”

      “But he said no carts or wagons are involved,” stated Persy, bursting Benson’s bubble.

      “Hey, Benson,” Thaddeus jumped in, “I think you’re on to it. If they can’t use a cart or anything, they must carry him, because it only makes sense as he manages to stay with them and not change his own speed.”

      “Of course,’ cried Persy. “And why would four wizards be carrying a fifth?”

      “Because he’s dead,” said Thaddeus.

      “Oh, and being in a coffin would keep him dry!” said P-C, doing a jig on the pathway.

      “Perfect,” said Thaddeus, grinning from ear to ear.

      They turned to the gnome in complete synchronization and tell him their solution.

      “Rats,” he pouted. “Smart-butt, rotten kids...and whatever,” scowling at Benson and P-C.

      “You may pass,” the gnome grumbled.

      The group ran down the path, in fear the gnome would change his mind.

      They trudged along their route to Bodesnoir for another half hour. Thaddeus and Persy shared stories of their lives and where they grew up. Thaddeus told Persy that he’d been with Laurel since he was three and really didn’t remember much before that. Evidently his parents vanished in the Witch Trials and of course weren’t dead, but to protect him, haven’t made any contact.

      “I know they aren’t dead or that I’m actually an orphan, but I may as well be,” Thaddeus said in a sad voice. “I always believed I could have met up with them in another time, after the Trials and we’d be a family together. Safe. Never happened.” He turned away, hiding his watery eyes.

      Persy’s heart went out to Thaddeus. As much as she, too, wished she knew her biological Dad, she at least has one true parent and Robert’s been a great step-dad. How can any parent just leave their kids when there was now ways around the threat. Mystified her.

      “You’ve been with Laurel then for over ten years. I want to say…I sure don’t mean to just roll in here and become the queen bee. I know she’s my grandmother and is gearing me up for this quest thing, but I have no intention of shoving you out. Just wanted to make that clear.”

      Thaddeus shoved his hands in his pants pockets and shrugged his shoulders. “I know that on the surface. It’s just Laurel’s always been tough to please. I never really know how she feels. It’s like I’m just being tolerated.” His eyes went up to the sky. “I dunno. Just wished I’d grown up with my own folks, I guess.”

      Persy nodded. She got it.

      Benson flew back and forth, exercising his ability up to warp speed and to check out where they are going. P-C lumbered behind, humming softly to himself.

      Suddenly, Benson zoomed back and said, “It’s just up there--the castle--about ten minutes at the rate you lot are going. Very dark and creepy if you ask me. Think I’ll stay with you...um....you may need my protection.”

      Persy grinned. “Oh, sure, thanks Benson.”

      In less than ten minutes, they came to a clearing, about an acre in size. They stood at the edge of the forest in the shadow of a great oak and studied Bodesnoir Castle in detail. It was still close to five hundred feet away.

      The castle was built of stone and colossal heavy wood. The front doors were about twenty feet high, comprising of massive beams, brass strapping and hardware. A dozen stone steps led to the landing before the doors, where two immense and very thick-looking trolls stood, drooling down their hairy chests.

      “Okay, this is it,” said Persy. “Benson, I don’t have to charm you. Once we get through the doors, you just zoom by the trolls. You fly too fast for them to detect you. As for us,” she said to Thaddeus and P-C, “Here goes.” Persy tapped each of them, and herself, repeating ‘Tegos’ on all.

      Immediately they felt their energy start to sap; they went as quickly as they could across the open area to the castle and up the stone steps. Halfway up, Persy felt like she was walking through quicksand, that something was pulling on her legs, making every move a slogging effort. She glanced behind her and by the look of things, Thaddeus and P-C were having the same problem.

      Persy called to them in Silent Speak. “Come on, we’ve got to get by the trolls before we are overwhelmed by this lack of energy. Put everything you have into it,” she encouraged them. The trolls were too dim and blind to notice the sparkles.

      By the time Persy was on the landing, she was crawling to get to the door. She glanced up at the Trolls, who were both dozing against the stone walls. Good thing they’re so useless, I was wondering how I was going to open the door, unnoticed.

      She dragged herself up to the door, pressed down on the latch and gently, but firmly, pushed it open, just enough to let the three through. Benson zoomed past her as she slipped in.

      Thaddeus, too, was pulling himself along by his elbows, while P-C half crawled and half used his wings in slow oscillation to help drag his bulk through the door.

      The three of them collapsed on the floor.

      “I…must...do...the...counter-charm…,” Persy sluggishly said. She tried to take her wand from her pocket and finally succeeded in extracting it, but then dropped it on the floor, too exhausted. It rolled out of her reach.

      “Persy,” whispered Thaddeus with what seems like his last breath.

      “Un...do...the....Veil...p-l-e-e-e-e-z-z-z-z-z-e-e-e-e,” and his air ran out.

      Benson saw what was happening, practically jumped out of his skin, ‘er...exoskeleton’.

      He sped to Persy’s wand and tried with his little legs to lift it to give it back to her. “A-a-a-a-a-r-r-r-r-r-r-g-g-g-g-g-h-h-h-h!” he spewed. No good...too heavy.

      A light-bulb moment struck Benson. He turned around and used his butt end to edge under the wand and flick it up. It rolled toward Persy. He only needed to repeat this three times and it was within her reach. Persy slowly wrapped her fingers around the wand and lifted it as if it weighed four hundred pounds.

      “Push,” she said to herself weakly. She had to free herself from the Veil to help the others. At a snail’s pace, she curled her arm up and tapped her own head. “Lexos…” she grunted more than spoke.

      Whoosh! In a millisecond, she could feel the blood circulate through her limbs, then her body. Although for a few minutes more, she felt like she hadn’t slept in a week, she had enough ‘umph’ in her to sit up, reach Thaddeus and P-C and perform the same counter-charm.

      Whoosh again!

      All three began to move. Recovering. They sat for a few minutes and then stood, ready for action.

      “Wow, that was weird,” said Thaddeus. “I can see why you wouldn’t want to do that very often.”

      “That’s for sure,” agreed Persy, slowly looking around the entrance hall.

      Before them was a round foyer, about fifty feet in diameter. Like the outside, everything was made of stone and wood. On each side of them was a semi-circular staircase leading up to a balcony about thirty feet above them. On the back wall in the centre of the balcony was a large pentagram, hung upside down.

      Persy studied it carefully. “It’s a sign of Black Magic to hang it like that.”

      “Well that fits,” stated Benson. “Considering where we are.”

      “Laurel told us to look for something out of place,” said Thaddeus. “See anything?”

      They looked around. Benson flit up and down the staircase. Candles were along the walls, lit and burning, there was a small table at the back of the entrance area, but on examination, there was nothing unusual about it.

      After several minutes Persy decided, “Well, the only strange thing to us would be the upside down pentagram.”

      “But it’s not strange to Melanthios, that’s the way she would have it,” replied P-C.

      “Yes, but I doubt the key would be giving clues to the likes of Melanthios, it would be addressing someone like us and that is odd to us.” Persy was becoming more and more certain that the symbol is the hot item.

      “Well, no sense arguing, you lot,” said Benson. “Let’s go see.” And he buzzed up to the pentagram while the others scampered up the stairs.

      They stood, except Benson, he was on Persy’s shoulder, in front of the pentagram. Persy stepped up to it and pushed on it, felt around the edges for hinges, pulled on it...nothing happened.

      “Hey,” said Thaddeus. “If it’s upside down, maybe we should try rotating it.”

      He grabbed it by the sides and pulled in a circle to the right--nope! Then to the left and over it went. When the star’s top point was at the twelve mark on a clock, something clicked and a drawer opened just beneath the pentagram. Persy craned her neck to see inside, along with Thaddeus, and there lay a small, six inch scroll.

      Thaddeus took it out and handed it to Persy. “Here,” he said, “You should be the one to read it. After all, they’ve dragged you here all the way from your world.”

      “Thanks,” smiled Persy as she unwound the scroll and read:

      

      
        
        “Three sets of pacings must thee do – and in good order

        Face Magic’s symbol before you commence -

        10 paces sinister – half turn thee hence -

        12 paces again – and not many more –

        10 paces dextro – in the wall a hidden door –

        When all is done and in good order –

        In view a red lever on said door’s border –

        Depress seven times to pass thee through –

        For your quest continues –

        See what thee must do –”

      

      

      

      They read the scroll over several times, each pitching in what they felt each line meant.

      “Sinister is left and dextro is right, that’s pretty straight forward,” offered Thaddeus.

      “Face Magic’s symbol has to be the pentagram,” said Persy.

      “Right, then,” said Benson. “Start pacing this off. Obviously my steps won’t mean diddly.”

      “Mine either,” noted P-C. “Far too big!”

      It was up to Persy and Thaddeus. They stood together facing the pentagram and paced off ten steps to the left. Their counting ended at a hallway which went left and right.

      “Turn thee hence,” queried Persy. “Does that mean left or right?”

      “Hmmmm, good question,” Thaddeus answered. “But I think ‘hence’ is kind of like ‘as before’ so let’s try left.”

      Left they went…twelve paces more. Then turned to the right, do the last ten. The walls were of solid wood planks, and nowhere could they see a red lever on the border of any of the planks.

      “Maybe we counted incorrectly,” suggested Persy.

      “Or if they think grown-ups will be finding the clue, maybe our paces are too short.”

      Meanwhile, Benson and P-C were buzzing and stomping around respectively and generally getting in the way.

      “Listen you two,” said Persy, “Could you just go sit somewhere, evaporate or something? You’re making this harder for us to concentrate and figure out.”

      “Well! Pardon me for breathing!” scoffed Benson flying off down one of the hallways to explore on his own. P-C tried to keep up, but wound up meandering around alone at his own pace.

      “Ok. Let’s start again and take big strides and see what happens,” said Thaddeus.

      Back they went to the pentagram and restart the whole process six or seven times before collapsing on a bench in one of the hallways to re-think their attack on this puzzle.

      Persy pored over every word of the message, trying to decipher hidden meanings, plays on words...anything which could give them insight on how to do things differently.

      “Wait!” she yelled out.

      Thaddeus rocketed three inches off his seat “Good grief. I just about swallowed my tongue....what?”

      “Sorry, but look,” Persy pointed to the wording.

      “It says twice in the rhyme ‘in good order’ which normally one would think means something like ‘right away’ or ‘in good time’. But what if it’s not that? What if it’s more literal? In-good-order...meaning ‘a certain order of doing the instructions’ and that we have to choose that order correctly?”

      Thaddeus jumped to his feet. “That’s the twist. Let’s go back and try doing it in reverse. Doing it as written didn’t work.”

      They ran back to the pentagram. Took ten paces to the right, turn right again, take twelve paces and then to the left for ten more.

      There was quite a commotion with their excitement. Benson came drilling down the hall where they stopped, P-C stomped up behind him.

      “What’s the hub-bub, Bub?” asked Benson.

      They didn’t answer right away. They had spotted the red lever together and ran over to it.

      “This is it, Persy,” cried Thaddeus, his eyes sparkling.

      “Ok.” They each put their thumbs on the lever, “Count.”

      “One, two, three, four, five, six, SEVEN!”

      A loud ‘thunk’ was heard and a door, which took up five planks in the wall, slowly swung inward.

      In front of them was an enormous room, finished with a rich green marble floor and golden light fixtures. It’s the largest and most impressive house library Persy’s ever seen.

      When they entered the room, the four could inspect the details even better. There were eight centre stacks of bookshelves within the room and all the walls were lined with more shelves, except the wall on the left side of the room. That wall was covered with three over-sized mirrors, about five by six feet each. The mirrors all had a centre glass and two side panels. There were three high arched windows in the walls between the mirrors, which made the room bright and welcoming. These windows were about fifteen feet high and stretched high above the shelves. The whole room had twenty-five foot high walls and a richly embossed ceiling.

      As the four stood with their jaws slack, they heard a loud clang. The door closed itself. Thaddeus ran over, tries to open it, but it was securely locked with no handle or latch.

      Persy, Benson and P-C watched Thaddeus and couldn’t believe their eyes.

      “Great,” sighed Benson. “At least we can be well-read in our dying hours.”

      “Relax, Benson,” grumbled Persy. “We’ll find our way out. I can’t help but believe there’s a plan to this whole quest for the key. Something about this felt like manipulation. I think in the vernacular, one could say, ‘I smell a rat and me thinks her name begins with a big black M’.”

      “Yeah, ya gotta wonder. Why are we in this castle, running up and down the halls and we haven’t run into her?”

      Persy bit her lower lip. “I know. Right? Why?”

      “Dunno. But she’s probably as sneaky as a Marsh Howler. I wouldn’t trust this.”

      “Marsh Howler?”

      “Yeah, like large toads but dog-size. They catch kids in particular around marshes or swamps and try to drown them. Howl something awful when they catch something. Creepy as heck.”

      “Ugh. Nice,” Persy said sarcastically.

      They circled around the library, screening every shelf, fixture, and mirror with great care; they knew somewhere there were clues to the location of the key, or even the key itself could be in this room.

      “The scroll wouldn’t have led us here, if the next hint or the key isn’t in this room,” Thaddeus said.

      Persy scoured shelf after shelf, looking behind books. “I agree. Only it sure isn’t making itself known, is it?”

      After an hour or so, they began to get tired, so they sat down and opened the backpack Laurel sent along with them. Persy, Thaddeus and P-C shared the food while Benson flew around the windows and mirrors looking for tempting morsels of small insects.

      He perched lightly on top of one of the mirrors and noticed that even with his small weight it moved. Intrigued, he gently slid behind the mirror and spied rows of small hinges along the inside back border.  ‘Hmmmm….’

      Benson quickly checked out the other mirrors...lo and behold. All of the mirrors had the same hinging along their back, inside borders.

      “I say, Perse,” yelled Benson. “Come here a mo’ will ya? I think I’m on to something.” He knew in his exoskeleton that there must be a reason for this.

      Persy jumped up, ran over to Benson. Thaddeus and P-C followed, curiosity getting the better of them.

      Benson showed them what he found and Persy and Thaddeus grabbed the outside panels of the mirrors and tried to move them back and forth. It was plain that the middle mirrors’ panels didn’t move, but the two on the outside did and very easily.

      “Look what happens when I move them,” said Persy, “the light from the windows is bounced off one mirror to another and then travels in light beams to the books.”

      Thaddeus had the bright idea to check the books or points where the beams ended, thinking maybe they indicate a hiding place or a clue.

      Moving the mirrors one at a time, they did that, but found no book or concealed compartment behind any book. When Persy decided to move both outside mirrors on each side toward their respective middle one, they hit pay dirt.

      “Look,” she exclaimed. “The light pours in through the window, hits the one side of the middle mirror, bounces around all mirrors in a very symmetrical pattern, converges and zaps over to hit the middle stone embedded into an archway on the back wall of the room.

      “Humph. “Should have seen that coming...that stone is the keystone of the arch,” she said.

      They ran over, but it was too high for Persy or Thaddeus. Benson flew up and landed just beside the marked stone, “Yup, something unusual about this one. It has no filler of any kind around it like the others. It’s just sitting in there.” Unfortunately, it was far too heavy for Benson to do anything about.

      P-C began to hum. Everyone turned to look at him, realizing it was his wings, revving up. He rose, bit by bit vertically until he was at eye level with the stone. Digging his talons into the edges of the stone, he managed to extract it with ease. Peering inside, he squealed, “There’s something in here!” He was losing his balance and descended a few feet. Persy and Thaddeus gasped.

      “Hang on, there ol’ chap,” called Benson. “Don’t want you splatting yourself on the floor like some great melon.”

      P-C grinned, righted himself, reached into the cubby-hole and extracted a key. He allowed himself to descend and gave the key to Persy.

      “This has to be it,” she cried, “look at the top of the key.”

      There was a knotted piece of rope at the end of the key and nothing said ‘binding’ more than that.

      Persy pocketed the key. She picked up her backpack and headed for the door. Their short-lived delight quickly vanished when they realized they are still locked in the great marble library.

      “Nuts.” said Thaddeus. “Now how do we get out of here?”

      Immediately, they looked around the edges of the door for lever, buttons, pulls, and loose stones, anything which can ultimately lead to tripping the door open.

      When nothing could be found after a half an hour, they began scouring all the walls.

      Persy walked in deep thought between the rows of bookshelves, thinking, playing out ideas in her mind. Unaware of what she was doing, she dragged her fingertips across the face ends of the free standing bookshelves and suddenly became aware that each had a light switch embedded in it. Hmmm, a little Time-Linxed technology was swiped and brought home, got to love modern comforts like electric lights.

      There were two small levers on each plate which turned the individual lights for its respective shelf on and off. Under each lever, she felt the rune script for ‘On’ and ‘Off’, embossed on a metal plate.

      All but one, that was; the switch plate on the end bookcase, the one furthest to the right of the doorway as one came into the room had only one lever and its rune read ‘Out’.

      “YES! I’ve got it.”

      Persy pushed down on the switch and the heavy door creaked open. They charged outside into the hallway and down to the entrance way.

      Thaddeus carefully edged the front door open a titch and peeked outside. Luck was with them, the trolls were still dozing.

      “Ok,” said Persy. “I’m putting the Veil back on us, so use your energy carefully. It’s all downhill from here so we shouldn’t totally exhaust ourselves this time. Be quiet and be steady, and get to the edge of the forest as quickly as possible.”

      She tapped herself, then Thaddeus and P-C. ‘Tegos’. Benson silently flew out the opened door and the others followed.

      They crept past the trolls, down the steps, and scurried along to the first trees in the forest to hide from view. Persy then removed the Energy Veil from the three of them.

      An unexplained uneasiness settled over Persy. Although this was quite the adventure, she can’t shake the feeling that it was meant to succeed. And why would Melanthios do that?

      “Oh, well,” she muttered to herself. “We’re out...let’s just get back to Grandmother’s.” She set off after the others, who had already started down the pathway.

      From far above, in the highest tower, a silent dark figure with flowing lush black hair stood in the shadows of a window.

      Melanthios watched the foursome leave the Bodesnoir for the Forest of Depravation in apparent success.

      “Run, my little ones,” she murmured. “Believe you have won. Go free to your fairy friends. But know this, my dear niece--YOU possess the first of my nine magical objects...and we shall meet again...soon...very soon.”
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      Traveling around the edge of the forest on its west side where the sun was setting gave them the best lighting they could get to venture back to the meadow.

      “We are going to have to go deeper into the trees soon, can’t stay at the edge here forever, otherwise we won’t get home,” said Thaddeus.

      Persy sighed. ”Ok, let’s do this.”

      They turned into the forest, their pathway darkened immediately. Persy threw a Lighting Charm, a baseball sized globe of light hovered over them projecting just enough light to see their way.

      “Aren’t you just the handiest Dudette,” said Thaddeus, smirking.

      Persy glanced at Thaddeus, smiling at his teasing. She could see that Thaddeus, although raised in this dimension, had Time-Linxed enough to pick up the jargon and trends of the kids of her world. Kind of cool that he can teach her about his time, yet participate so easily in hers.

      “I could have snorted some fire, you know,” pouted P-C. “That would have helped us see.”

      “Right, ducks, and turn us all into crispy critters,” scoffed Benson. “I’ll take a pass.”

      Bantering back and forth, they failed to notice the mists forming on either side of them. The mists became denser, and were quite obvious in a few seconds. And the air - the air became bone-chillingly cold.

      Persy glanced to her side and spotted what was happening. “Thaddeus, what are these foggy patches? They’re starting to look like some sort of body. Look, they’re forming as we speak.” Persy pointed at the evolving shapes and wrapped her jacket around her as tightly as she could.

      They watched, mouths slightly agape. There were definitely four distinct humanoid formations, but never did they become completely solid.

      “Well, well...what have we here?” asked the closest one. It, he, she...who knew?...now had a defined body and the face was coming into focus. A he it was. Still, it didn’t make it any less nerve-wracking to know it was some gossamer male.

      It became apparent that these four were spectres and on closer examination there were two women and two men.

      Benson landed on Persy’s shoulder and silently asked, “What are we going to do Perse?  My wings are getting frostbite.” The sparks of Silent Speak did not go unnoticed.

      The first ghost addressed Persy, “Ah, the little glimmers of Silent Speak is it? Is the ‘wittle bugsy-wugsy’ afraid to speak out loud? We hear that, just so you know, you aren’t hiding anything.”

      “What’s with the beings in this realm referring to me as a lowly bug?” steamed Benson.

      Persy took a determined step forward. “We are just crossing through the forest to get back to the meadow where my Grandmother lives,” she stated firmly.

      “I see, you’d be Laurel’s granddaughter, then. Interesting. We know Laurel and wouldn’t want to be on her wrong side, but she knows about us and our purpose here. I’m Marc, this is Julius,” he said, pointing to the other male. “And these are Cleo and Nefertiti.”

      They nod and said, “Hello”. Judging from their names these spooks had been around for centuries. Chances were they’re bound to the forest and perform some task here. Persy was soon to find out what that task is.

      “You’ll have to complete a Truth Test to go further,” Marc enlightened them.

      “Goody!” exclaimed P-C.

      “Might have known,” groaned Benson.

      Persy knew they are no different from the gnome on the way in, they’d only have once chance to get this right. Even though the ghosts seemed like they enjoy a spot of fun, she was sure that defying or trying to ignore them will result in their anger. What kind of reaction that invited is anybody’s guess at this point and certainly not a chance she was willing to take.

      “Ok,” said Persy. “What’s the question?”

      This time it’s Julius who spoke. “A woman who stole two solid golden balls is running through the jungle,” he cackled a bit and continued. “Tribesmen are chasing her wanting to get the balls back and kill her. She comes to a swing bridge which is over a very deep, wide ravine. There’s a sign posted on the side which tells her that the bridge can hold only one hundred and twelve pounds period--no exceptions. She can hear her pursuers catching up with her. She knows she weighs one hundred pounds and each ball weighs ten pounds but she sets off over the bridge anyway, and makes it to the other side. How does she do this?”

      “Oh, oh, I know,” squealed P-C. “She runs over the bridge with one ball and comes back to get the other and take it over.”

      “Nope,” said Julius. “Not enough time. Remember her would-be captors are right behind her...she can hear them.”

      “Somehow, she needs to solve the problem of their weight,” Thaddeus pondered.

      “Ah,” Benson said. “She must have carried one and rolled the other along with her foot.”

      “It’s a swing bridge, Benson, it would have rolled right over the side, wouldn’t work,” Persy dismissed. “Not to mention, the weight of the two balls is still on the bridge.”

      “Does she throw one over the ravine and carry the other or maybe throw both and then just run by herself?” asked Thaddeus.

      “Too wide,” said Julius. “A hundred pound woman could never pitch a ten pound ball across.”

      “Wait! She has to take both across but only support the weight of one at a time,” Persy exclaimed.

      “Of course,” said Thaddeus. “Only one way to do that...”

      “Juggling!” they sang out in unison, each of them grinning from ear to ear.

      Julius giggled and did a back flip in the air “Correcto-mundo.” Obviously, he was been a 70’s Time-Linxer.

      All four apparitions began to fade. “Cheerio,” they heard Marc say, “Been a slice!”

      The pathway darkened once again as the travellers took up their trek to get to the meadow. Persy re-started the Light Charm.

      “Well, that was kind of fun,” P-C said.

      “Oh, a barrel of monkeys,” sneered Benson, still put out that Marc called him a bug.

      They ran over to meet Laurel, each of them clamouring to tell her what happened to them since leaving her only that morning; it seemed more like days. Laurel managed to piece out the story by mentally weaving their outbursts together.

      “I’m so delighted you found the key. Fawna is going to be ecstatic. We are too late to find her tonight. Tomorrow at sunset I’ll take you lot to the place where she and I meet if we have to contact each other. For now, let’s go have a good dinner and get some rest,” Laurel said.

      They arose to bright sunlight the following morning. After a sumptuous breakfast of fruit from Laurel’s trees, home-made bread and goat cheese, they agreed a walk in the meadow will be a great way to spend the day, until they could meet with Fawna.

      The meadow was simply dazzling, with the sun’s rays bouncing off the cornucopia of colours that the flowers and herbs displayed. Benson floated through the air, enjoying the moment completely. He zigged and zagged across the sky, hunting down small insects for breakfast, occasionally coming to a halt on one plant or another, basking in the warmth.

      P-C, try as he may, could’t keep up to Benson, so resigned himself to skipping along, then rolling on his back and taking in the meadow’s fragrance.

      Thaddeus was telling Persy more about growing up with Laurel, learning spells and charms and the history of the Magical Folk. He’d loved having beings like Fairies and even Unicorns in his daily life. Persy envied him the constant contact with Magicals. And, yes, he did some Time-Linxing to Persy’s world. He was about a year older than her. He greatly enjoyed how kids lived, but felt they must be lacking richness of life with no magic.

      “It’s not that they don’t have magic really,” explained Persy. “In that world, all people have an ability to tap into their energies and reach magical vibrations, and believe me, that’s an immense magic. It’s just that most of them are completely unaware of how to do it. It’s a pity, honestly.” she finished, a little sad.

      “I certainly learned a mountain from my mother. I have this really great friend, Erica; I call her Rix, and she is so into magic. She’d go bananas if she knew what I can do. I’d love to find a way to turn her into a witch and join me in whatever lays in front of us,” Persy ended wistfully.

      “I wish I had a friend I felt that strongly about,” said Thaddeus. “I have P-C, though, and thank goodness for him.”

      Persy blushed a little, her face is all tingly and warm.

      “Persy, I’ve been meaning to ask you,” said Thaddeus. “Is that a Cimaruta on your neck? An Italian witch that Laurel knows told me about them.”

      “Yup,” said Persy. “My mom gave it to me before I came here and said I need to wear it at all times. I know it’s for protection, but I’m not really sure what else it does. Melanthios showed up and tried to snatch it just before we left to come here. Near miss, it was.”

      “Whoa. Scary.” His eyes widened, then drifted back to the amulet. “I know some of the symbols on that one. The sprig of Rue itself is a strong protection against the Black Arts and it helps throw any curses back to the sender and I believe the Dagger represents the Arrow of Diana, the Huntress God, to protect your physical body.”

      Persy explained the other symbols to him.

      “I’m not completely sure how it works, either. I wonder if you have to call on it in times of need.”

      “Mom says it sort of jumps in when it’s needed.”

      They continued walking for a while, laughing at both P-C and his romping about and Benson’s obvious bliss as he surfed the breezes, landing on one flower after another.

      Their peace was rudely shattered by yelling, which seemed to be coming from over a small hillock in front of them.

      “Get out! Get out of there! Thief! Come back and give the stone to me!” a voice bellowed.

      Persy and Thaddeus ran up over the hill, followed closely by P-C and Benson. There they watched as a guy, about their age poked a long stick into a hole, over and over again. He was very shabbily dressed with mud all over his dark pants and shirt. His face was streaked with dirt, as were his forearms, and what they could see of his legs. As he turned to face them, Persy’s shocked by the mean, smouldering look that flashed out from his coal black eyes. He was not happy to be interrupted and it’s obvious his intent was to do some serious damage, given the chance.

      “ ‘oo are you? Wha’cha want? None of your bizness...go ‘way!”  He screamed, his scowl getting deeper and even more angry.

      The four were stopped dead in their tracks. All were taken aback by this onslaught of bad temper and nastiness.

      Thaddeus responded first, trying to put a stop to the verbal abuse. “We thought someone was in big trouble, Wolf. Needed some help. No reason for you to be so rotten,” he yelled back.

      “You know that guy?” asked Persy.

      “Yeah, that’s Wolfgang Kerdling. He’s some distant relative of Willow’s. He lives at Bodesnoir and is usually seen around tormenting some poor younger kid or hapless animal. Seems that’s what’s going on here, again.”

      “Don’ need your ‘elp...Thad the Mad,” Wolf spit out. “Now...buzz orf!”

      From within the hole, came a sharp, loud croaking “Cr-relp! Cr-relp!,” as clear as could be.

      “What’s in the hole?” demanded Persy.

      “W-o-o-u-ldn’t you like to know?” sneered Wolf as he started to extract something out of his jacket pocket.

      “CR-RELP!  CR-RELP!” the plea came repeatedly, louder and clearer.

      Without hesitation, Thaddeus pulled out his wand, pointed at the stick Wolf was still wiggling in the ground and threw a Levitation-Pitching Spell on it. The stick ripped out of Wolf’s hands, rose about five feet into the air and went spinning off to the other side of the meadow.

      As he finished taking his wand out of his jacket, Wolf glared at Thaddeus and his face turned to thunder. Just as he opened his mouth to curse Thaddeus, Persy leapt between them, wand pointed—her intent quite clear.

      Wolf’s eyes almost popped out of his head as he looked at her. Persy looked down to what Wolf was staring at. Her Cimaruta was glowing with a bright golden light.

      “Wha’?”  Wolf stammered, slowly stepping back, step by step. He turned and ran back over the meadow toward the forest.

      “Amazing!” cried Persy. “What happened?”

      “Wolf was about to curse me and from what I know about him, it would have been something very Black. When you stepped in between us, your Cimaruta went to bat for you, ready to counter the curse and send it back to him. Obviously, Wolf knows about these Witch’s Charms and wasn’t about to tangle with it,” explained Thaddeus.

      Rustling sounds made them both turn around.

      “Look at this, then,” called Benson. “Seems our victim is a rather gnarly amphibian!”

      True enough, a large, grey-brown, warty toad, slowly eased himself out of the hole Wolf had been poking the stick into.

      “Croak,” the warty toad uttered. “Fanx. Awfree.” It was having problems talking, and it wasn’t difficult to see why. Under its lower jaw was a immense great lump. The toad was holding a rather over-sized something in its mouth. When it was completely free from the opening, it lowered its head and spit the mystery item out on the ground.

      “There...croak...that’s better. Can’t thank...croak, you all enough.” it smiled awkwardly. Persy didn’t think toads were actually wired for smiling, it came across as such an awkward grimace. She stepped up closer to see what it spat on the ground.

      “What is that?” she asked. “Is that what Wolf was after?”

      “Yes...croak...it is. It’s a very pure stone, made of Orange Calcite...croak...croak.” the toad replied. “Melan...croak...thios uses it all the time for enhancing and magnifying her magic. She caught me and I was about to become dinner for...croak...one of her magical nasties. So when she was out of her...croak...supply room, where she... croak...dumped me, I spotted it...nicked it and hopped out the window. Croak...she sent Wolf after me and that’s...croak...when you showed up.”

      “How did you know to take that stone?” P-C asked. He hadn’t said much through this whole process, spending most of the time a good few steps behind Thaddeus. Hero material, he wasn’t.

      “You’re just a toad. What do you know of serious magic?  I’m surprised you’re still alive--would have thought Melanthios would have served you up right quick-like!”

      “Well...croak...I suppose that’s because...croak...all is not as it seems,” said the toad. As the last word ground out of his throat, his body started to take on a quivering quality. Silvery light filled the air and his shape enlarged and changed, drastically. The light dimmed, and the four gasped in chorus. There, where the toad had been was the most gorgeous, brilliant unicorn. It was a glorious white, with a platinum mane and tail and the largest robin’s eggshell blue eyes.

      He snorted and rubbed his single horn on the grass, to get rid of dirt from his nostrils after being in the hole.

      “My name is Chamelor,” he said. “As you can see, I’m able to shape-shift and I can also become invisible.”

      “Why were you posing as a toad?” asked P-C

      “It’s very difficult to enter the Forest of Depravation as a great, glowing unicorn and remain unnoticed,” he stated. “Unicorns are pure energy, and Melanthios killed a very dear friend of mine for that energy. I was told that if I could take the Orange Calcite from her, it would weaken her or at least her magic. I believed being a toad would give me good cover to get into Bodesnoir to steal it. Unfortunately, one of her miserable evil gnomes caught me and took me to her. He had no idea who I really was; he was just trying to gain points by bringing her food for her nefarious pets. I figured it was better for the time being to remain a toad, because if she knew I was a Unicorn, she’d kill me immediately for her own gain. As it turned out, it served me well...Unicorns don’t hop out of windows with much finesse, nor do the landing thing well.”

      Persy found her voice first. “Where do you normally live?” she asked.

      “North of here, in Bellarya still, but near Chingford. In our area, there are little foothills with trees sprinkled about. There’s a herd of us and the land formation gives us lots of places to hide. It’s perfect, really. We generally keep to ourselves, but this attack by Melanthios cannot go unanswered. She’s become more arrogant and invasive by the year.” Chamelor said. His pain showed through a catch in his voice.

      “What will you do now? Won’t Wolf just come back after you, once we leave?” inquired Thaddeus, anxious that Chamelor not be attacked again.

      “I’m going home, and as I go through the forest, I’ll become invisible. I’ll be fine as long as I give Bodesnoir a wide berth,” Chamelor said.

      “Well, duh!” Benson chimed in. “Why didn’t you just become invisible to go into the castle in the first place? Would have saved all this toady stuff, wouldn’t it?”

      “Being invisible won’t stop the trolls from detecting my energy. I used a form which they’d notice, but ignore. I mean, what’s a toad to them?” explained Chamelor.

      “Someone needs to teach you about Energy Veils,” murmured Persy, not sure if Unicorns could even cast spells.

      “I think at this point, I just need to go rest, I’m exhausted,” Chamelor sighed, picking up the Orange Calcite in his teeth and dropping it into a small purple pouch which Persy hadn’t noticed until then. There was a fine golden cord around his neck and the pouch was hanging on his opposite side, not visible to the group.

      “With this stone, if Melanthios shows up again, we’ll have half a chance of surviving a confrontation with her.”

      “Thank you all again. “I’m sure our paths will cross in the future.” With that Chamelor slowly turned and trotted off toward the forest.

      Persy, Thaddeus and P-C made their way back to Laurel’s manor, Benson flew ahead as usual. They were sauntering back, each deep in thought. Just as they were about to walk back over the small hill, Persy glanced back to see where Chamelor was. For a moment she definitely saw his beautiful shining tail swish back and forth, then, just as he entered the forest...it seemed…well, that his tail turned all scaly and a very black-red colour. Persy blinked and he was gone. She turned her head back and carried on walking with the others.

      Weird.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Fairy Freedom

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wolfgang Kerdling was always a bad seed,” said Laurel, while cleaning the dinner dishes away. “I believe he’s a relative of Willow’s, some cousin’s boy who was left orphaned during the trials, about nine or ten years ago. She brought him to her cottage in the forest, and then when she became less capable, age, I suppose, she moved with Wolf to Bodesnoir.”

      “Is he always that nasty?” asked Benson.

      “As far as I’ve ever known him--yes. I don’t think he’s ever done anything spectacular,” Laurel stated, “but I can’t keep track of all things around here and he’s old enough to have Time-Linxed, so it’s anyone’s guess what he’s been up to.”

      “Is he a First Order Wizard, Grandmother?”

      “Somehow, I sense he may be, but I feel he’s covering it. It seems Melanthios gives him little or no attention. If she knew he was First Order, she’d be training him in her ways as an accomplice. There are many times when throwing tricky spells and charms, that even a very talented First Order member needs another to help. So it would be to her advantage to have him ready, but as far as I’m told, she completely ignores him,” said Laurel.

      “I almost feel sorry for him,” P-C sighed, “if he wasn’t so mean, but maybe he wouldn’t be if someone acted like they cared about him.”

      “Oy, Prissy-doodle...Give it over...the guy’s a creepy piece of work. What’s to feel sorry about?” sneered Benson.

      Although P-C is getting used to Benson’s shenanigans, ‘Prissy-doodle’ is definitely on the ‘not acceptable list’. He snorted a couple of very dense clouds of smoke from his nostrils directly at Benson, who at the time is mid-air over P-C’s left shoulder. Benson coughed, hacked, did a backward somersault and landed with a small thunk on the table.

      “Ay! Wha ‘choo think you’re doing? You great smoke-snorting, overgrown lizard?” yelled Benson, most enraged.

      P-C smirked and turned away.

      “All right you two,” said Thaddeus. “We have more important things to do than stand around name-calling. We’re going to meet Fawna.”

      P-C and Benson glared at other, but followed Thaddeus, Persy and Laurel out the door.

      They walked along to the river and then upstream for about ten minutes to where the current was a little stronger.

      “Many of the Fairy Folk like to live near clear running water,” explained Laurel. “Fawna and I have a meeting rock just up there.”

      They arrived and Laurel sat on the one side of the rock, Benson lit on her knee. The rest were too excited to sit, so paced back and forth along the river’s bank.

      Within minutes, they could see a glow on Laurel’s right side.  Abruptly, it changed to a bright, grapefruit sized globe and Fawna’s form could be seen. But she was not alone. Another form soon followed.

      “Hello, my friends,” Fawna said. “This is my great pal and partner in crime,” she giggled, “Durin.”

      “Partner in crime, indeed. Let me tell you. This lovely lady gets me in more trouble than I can even begin to tell you,” Durin replied, smiling at Fawna.

      “Hello, all,” Durin continued, looking at everyone. “Fawna’s told me so much about you. Couldn’t wait to come tonight to meet you.”

      “I hope you have good news for us,” Fawna inquired.

      Persy, Thaddeus, P-C and Benson chimed in with a resounding “Yes.” and then proceeded, in some fashion of taking turns, to tell her about their adventure at Bodesnoir, and bringing back the key.

      “We answered Truth Tests,” P-C said, excited, just thinking about them, “both going in and coming out of the Forest of Depravation. I love quizzes.”

      “Well, they’re fine, as long as you get them right,” said Fawna, then turning to Laurel asked, “Laurel, can I open the door now?”

      “Yes, of course, dear. I’ve brought the herbs, too.” She took them, with the key from her pocket and handed it all to Fawna.

      “What herbs?” Persy asked.

      “Chicory and moonwort. They are extremely helpful with a charm like this, to unlock things. Chicory is known for removing obstacles, particularly if it has been gathered on Midsummer’s Eve at midnight. I dry it and save it for times like this. Moonwort loosens locks. Even with the proper key some of these old doors and chests that we have to open can be pretty stiff.

      And of course, the Dragon’s Blood Berries to burn to help the Fairy Folk as they leave the astral plane and re-enter ours.”

      Fawna and Durin flew to a small, but particularly steep bank on the river, a few feet from where the rest of them were. Fawna waved the key back and forth in the air. Slowly a foggy patch formed in front of them, which then morphed into a wooden door, not unlike the one they found to get into the green marbled library.

      Fawna gave the key to Durin, while she stuffed a little moonwort and chicory into the lock, around the door and on the river bank in front of it. She took the key back from Durin. Hovering in the air before the door she chanted:

      
        
        “Chicory, moonwort, key combine,

        Destroy this Binding Spell on yours and mine,

        Release these Fairies, set them free,

        As I command, so mote it be!”

      

      

      

      Fawna repeated this several times and as she continued, the fog rose up again, the door sprung open and the fog faded from sight. Persy noticed her Cimaruta glowing on the Vervain branch, her connection to fairy magic was piqued, it strengthened Fawna’s efforts.

      Laurel placed a small pot of burning Dragon’s Blood Berries on either side of the door.

      In an explosion of light, the Fairy Folk broke through the doorway. There were thousands of twinkling lights, becoming larger globes of gold as they began to form into individual little, and larger, beings.

      Some, the Dryads, like Aurora, the tree spirit, Persy knew in her younger years, remained as little wisps of light. Their beautiful voices could be heard as they rushed to nearby trees, particularly oak trees, to find a resting place. A great many of these slipped inside their chosen tree, becoming invisible and seeking safety.
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      “Oy, where’d you go, then?” Benson exclaimed. He had taken to following a Dryad, feeling a sense of camaraderie with her size and speed of flight. She immediately vanished inside the oak of her choice.

      “Not very friendly-like are ya?” he pouted, flying back to sit on Persy’s shoulder.

      Dryads, like many fairies and nymphs, were often very friendly with Magical Folk. It was believed that they taught the Druids about tree magic and helped them master divination and astral travel. But it was all about the approach; it had to be gentle and in kind spirit, so zooming at one at great speed just didn’t cut it. Especially when doing it to one who was entrapped for so long.

      “Don’t worry Benson,” Persy consoled, “they’ll come around once they’ve taken time to adjust to being free again. Just be patient.”

      “That’s just daffydown silly! You’d think they’d want a friend...someone to chat to,” he was not about to give up.

      Persy just shook her head and grinned. Benson was on a small rant again, best to let him work it out.

      She turned back to watch the onslaught of the Fairy Folk as they flooded from their captivity. Many spread over the meadow, into the trees and beyond; a good portion would go to reconnect to Munzes and Magicals, to continue their work together.

      Persy and Thaddeus together noticed some of the Fairies coming out to the meadow were the same size as themselves and Laurel. Persy knew nothing of this type of Fairy Folk.

      “Who are they?” she bent over and whispered in Thaddeus’ ear. She knew not to speak loudly, so as not to offend.

      “They are called ‘the Grand Fae’ in this neck of the woods,” replied Thaddeus. “Fae also a name some give to all the Fairy Folk, but here it used to refer to this group who are Munz size, and actually can mate with Munz. Some of the most famous Fairies are born to one Munz parent and one of the Fae. They are more powerful than a lot of the Small Folk, so can be more helpful or more of a headache if they happen to be of the malicious variety.”

      “Oh, yeah, I think Mom told me something of the Fae. I’ve just never seen them,” said Persy, again noting what she’d missed in her childhood.

      Then she saw it. A long line of fairies, all dressed in their best garments, riding their beloved horses in a parade. The tiny horses were decked out with gems on their reins, gold and silver blankets on their backs. The fairies decorated themselves with flowers, gems and bits of moss. They all held silver chalices from which they drank.

      “How gorgeous!” Persy exclaimed.

      “It’s called a Rade. The fairies do this in celebration of great events. Being freed certainly qualifies as a really big deal,” said Thaddeus.

      One fairy who was exceptionally glittering and bore more gems than any of the others, broke away from the Rade and trotted over on her white horse, Fawna and Durin were flying by her side.

      “Persy, Thaddeus, Benson, P-C and Laurel, this is Queen Breena,” Fawna introduced. The five bowed deeply...in Benson’s case, he sort of folded in half.

      Queen Breena nodded back, smiled and said, “How wonderful of you all to have helped us so greatly. Our thanks cannot be expressed in simple words. We are forever in your debt and will always be here to return the favour. Thank you again.” She bowed from her waist on her horse, which also managed to genuflect.

      “It’s our pleasure, Your Majesty,” Laurel responded. “It’s a First Order Quest for Persy. She and her brave companions are the heroes here.”

      Persy looked up at her Grandmother quizzically. First Order Quest? News to her.

      “I must re-join my people. But know this--the Fairy Folk never forget a kindness. I want you to have this small gift.” She handed something to Fawna who flew to Persy. In Fawna’s hands was a beautifully patterned feather, with a very sharp tip. She gave it to Persy who looked at it blankly.

      Queen Breena explained, “It is the feather of a Roc...a very strong and true bird. When matters seem bleak and hopeless, this feather will provide an answer to the correct path. Use it well”. She turned her horse to go back to the Rade. They watched as she blended back into the line of celebratory Fairies.

      “Wow. Neat.” said P-C staring at the feather. “An enchanted feather.”

      “Ah, lovely, maybe a wave of it could make you disappear, bird-brain, you know, as the homeopaths say: ‘Like cures like’?” Benson sneered.

      “Don’t start, you two,” commanded Persy.

      Persy took a silk handkerchief which Angelica gave her, and wrapped the feather up gently before placing it in her pocket.

      “That’s an incredible gift, Persephane,” said Laurel. “It will serve you well, I expect.” She smiled down at Persy and stroked her head. She was delighted that her Granddaughter possessed such a fine magical tool. Thad quickly looked away.

      Laurel glanced up in time to see Fawna and Durin soaring over to them, their Fairy light at full blast.

      “Persy! Thaddeus! I’m SO excited,” squealed Fawna. “There. Down at the party,” she pointed to the centre of the meadow, which is indeed a party zone, where a good number of the Fairy Folk have convened. “Some of the Nymphs have come down to join us. They are thrilled to have their Fairy kinfolk back and they want to be part of the celebrations!” She was running out of breath.

      “Yes...” Persy started, but was interrupted when Fawna continued.

      “They want to meet you all. They’ve invited you to visit Rose Arbour. It’s almost unheard of...the Nymphs actually extending an official invitation. You have to come.” she rapidly finished, breathless.

      Laurel smiled and sat down on a nearby rock. She was delighted to see Fawna so exuberant, she had been so sad for so long. “I think I’ll just rest here. I know what the trek to Rose Arbour is like. I’ll wait here and watch the celebrations while you visit.”

      Persy, Thaddeus, P-C and Benson turned and followed Fawna and Durin back downstream, toward Laurel’s manor and past it. Several minutes after, they came to a sharp bend in the river and around the corner both fairies hovered, looking to their side. Just to their right, about twenty feet from the bank of the river was a rock face, covered with flowered vines. The strange part of this was, the flowers, while on the same vines were multiple colours, varying shades of blue, mauve, deep purples, cream, and bright white.

      “Rose Arbour is just up there,” said Fawna as she pointed to the top of the face. “Anyone going to have a problem getting up there?”

      “No, we should be fine,” replied Persy. Benson, of course, buzzed up to the top alongside Fawna and Durin.

      “Escendorum!” said Persy with determination, as she grabbed Thaddeus’ hand and tapped them on their forehead with her wand. They slowly left the ground and were lifted up past the vines. Persy happened to glance over and saw P-C flapping his small wings for all he was worth. He was having a struggle. Poor ol’ P-C was built a tad heavy in the rear quarters. Now there was a case of a dragon…draggin’ his bottom.

      Persy needed to concentrate because with this charm, one could rocket right off into the great beyond if they weren’t mindful.

      They reached the top and set down on the grass. P-C huffed himself over and landed beside Persy and Thaddeus.

      “Whew!” he exclaimed, “Been a while since I’ve done that. I suppose laying off the honey cakes might be a plan,” he added, blushing.

      Persy smiled and rubbed his head. Couldn’t help but love the little guy.

      They stood and surveyed their surroundings. Directly in front of them was an open area, about an acre in size. Field flowers flourished and small crystal-like rocks jutted out sporadically. Wild rose bushes dotted the land, both in the open area and near the edges. All around this field were towering, thick oak trees in a semi-circle, shading the borders of the meadow.

      The most startling was that the field was densely populated with frolicking, dancing nymphs and satyrs, seemingly oblivious to the six newcomers. If one could imagine, the partying here was even more intense than it was back at the Fairy meadow. In a few minutes though, Fawna and Durin flew over the crowd of revellers, landed on Persy’s and Thaddeus’ shoulders. Two other of the participants broke away from the crowd and made their way to the friends.

      “Hmmm,” remarked Thaddeus, quietly, “Nymphs and Satyrs. Talk about the original party-animals. Satyrs in particular are great followers of Dionysus, the Greek god of wine. You won’t see much useful work done by them any time soon.”

      “Yes,” smiled Persy. “Seems like the fact we are here is lost on the majority of them.”

      The two who broke away from the crowd arrived in front of the group. Fawna provided the introductions.

      “Delecta and Randy,” she began. “These are the Magicals who freed the Fairy Folk...Persy, Thaddeus, P-C and Benson,” Fawna finished, pointing her hand to each as she mentioned their name.

      Delecta stepped a little closer to them. “Welcome to Rose Arbour, I am thrilled to meet you all. We have sorely missed our Fairy kin and to have them back is more than words can express. Randy and I as the ruling Nymph and Satyr would like to extend our invitation for you to join us and perhaps, you’d like to view our city?”

      Fawna inadvertently allowed an audible gasp escape her mouth. Good grief, she thought. It was one tremendous honour to be asked to visit Rose Arbour, but to actually be allowed to see their city?  Practically unheard of...ever.

      Persy spoke for the four of them. “Thank you for your kind invitation, Delecta. We’d love to see your city!” She knew this was a once in a lifetime offer and to refuse would be deeply offensive to Delecta and Randy. Besides, she knew the tales of this city--underground and spectacularly mysterious.

      “Of course,” replied Delecta. “Randy and I can show you around. There are also a few items I would like to share with you, Persy. We may not look it, but Randy and I have lived a very long time (they appear about eighteen or twenty years old) and have come to know much about the Magical Folk and their purposes. Through Fawna, I’ve learned something about the First Order Quests that are facing you, and I believe I can offer some strong magic to assist you. Walk with us to the trees and we will show you how to enter our city. There is a very strong energy field near the entrance, which detects anyone of an evil or ‘black arts’ vibration. Obviously, none of you will have a problem with that, but I tell you only so you understand how well protected we are.”

      They more or less paired up. Delecta aligned herself with Thaddeus, apparently becoming absorbed by him, and Randy with Persy. The fairies and Benson flew beside them, taking care to allow Delecta the lead. P-C trundled along Persy’s right side.

      As they started off, Persy noticed a rather hairy black spider, body size about that of a quarter, jump off P-C’s tail where it evidently was resting. They walked a half a dozen steps, when she turned back to look at the partiers and was sure she saw a glimpse of a red-black scaly tail vanishing over the edge of the field, and down the vine-covered rock face.
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      Melanthios stood, leaning against the open window in the room at the top of Bodesnoir’s main tower; her ‘Artist’s Garret’ as she liked to think of it. For she did feel she was an artist, an immense talent. THE true Mistress of All Magical Folk and well on her way to becoming the ‘All Powerful One’.  She had worked and studied hard, earning in her opinion, the right to control all. She gave up love, (the thought of Evander could still make her heart ache), children, friends, a playful youth, all for this cause.

      Oh, she thirsted for power all right, and that was what attracted  her to Willow. In spite of Laurel’s admonishing and warnings and her ‘goody-two-shoes’ sister, Angelica, Melanthios had been at home in the Forest of Depravation at a very young age. By twelve years old, she could spin circles around the Truth Testers and their quizzes. Gnomes, goblins, Fairy folk - good and bad - either thought it wiser to befriend her or were terrified of her.

      Willow first approached her when she was fifteen. Melanthios always knew there was another magical presence in the Forest; one not of the lower orders, but of the First. A powerful, yet reticent force, apparently watching, waiting. It somehow drew her back into the woods with more determination each day. She knew at some point they would meet, and it thrilled her to think about it. For some reason, Melanthios never feared it, but instead felt welcoming, eagerly anticipating their destined encounter.

      It happened on a warm spring day. Melanthios wandered more deeply into the Forest than usual, hoping to trigger an encounter with the presence. As was typical for her, she bested the Truth Testers at their game, and sat on a large rock, poking gently at a small gnome with a long thin branch, watching him jump over it again and again, giggling and teasing her back.

      A profound stillness suddenly came over the Forest. Her senses tweaked automatically...something was very different. Then she heard the voice.

      “Merry meet, child,” the voice said, whispering, with harnessed power.

      Melanthios started, twisted around on the rock facing the voice behind her. The air became very still; cold and charged with energy.

      “M-m-m-e-r-r-y m-m-m-e-et,” she stammered in the formal Magical Folk greeting, taking in the form before her eyes.

      This witch was powerful, oozing force. Her face was lined and hard but still expressed a beauty unmarred by time. Her large green eyes held a fire that seemed to burn right through you, and her deep auburn hair wisped down to her shoulders, in a constant state of movement as though caught by breezes in all directions, yet none were in the air.

      “You’ve sensed me, child, have you not?” asked the witch.

      “Indeed,” replied Melanthios quietly, still taking in this woman.

      “I am called Willow. I should like to speak with you--are you willing?”

      “Yes, of course. And you’re right, I knew you’ve been near me.”

      “It was necessary for me to observe you for some time,” explained Willow. “Most who knew me are gone and it’s to my advantage to remain unknown. I could not risk revealing myself to you until I was sure.”

      “Sure? Sure about what?”

      Willow glanced down at her. “Let us speak over tea. My home is just through here a bit.” She pointed to the left.

      “But, I’ve been all over this area of the Forest. I’ve never seen any house,”

      Willow’s side of her mouth lifted into a single-sided smirk, her eyes glinted. “Of course you haven’t, my dear. I keep it that way.”

      They walked along for about ten minutes then Willow stopped. She reached into the right side of her dark green skirts and extracted a beautiful wand. “It’s called an oak dragon, very rare to see. It was a dragon because while still on the tree, a vine in the course of its growth, wound around it tightly causing a natural spiral down the branch’s length. This added a special magic to it which augments its owner’s abilities.”

      Willow raised the wand high in her right hand, and with a swoosh in a down and to the left motion, called out “Aperios!”

      A large house appeared, first very faintly and then slowly became more and more solid. It was built of dark wood, with small windows and a black door with gold trim. A small stone wall encircled the gardens in the front of the house and ran to the back. The gardens at a brief glance seemed to be nothing but wild brambles, but on closer inspection, a myriad of herbs and plants could be determined, although none had bright or welcoming colours.

      “Come, my dear,” said Willow as she placed a hand on Melanthios’ shoulder. Melanthios never before felt such a sensation of cold mixed with a surge of energy. Strangely, it comforted her. Willow walked through the gateway, gently directing Melanthios with her hand. “I will make us some tea and explain everything to you.”

      When they entered the house, Melanthios stood rooted to the entranceway, trying to absorb everything. Immediately around her on the walls of the front hall were mounted heads of many horned animals: deer, goats, mountain goats, gazelles, springbok, buffalo, a rather global collection. A darkened hallway ran in front of her, leading to rooms deeper within the house.

      Large doorways loomed on each side of her. To her right, she stared through to the kitchen. It was a vast room, but because of the small windows, as was the case with the whole house, it was in deep shadows. Elaborate iron candle holders were mounted on the walls all around the room. The centre space was filled with a heavy long wooden table and chairs. Most of the wall space was taken up with shelves, packed with jars and containers of all sizes and shapes and books. At a cursory glance, Melanthios could see body parts of animals in some jars and dried toads, spiders, bats and rodents in others. The counters which ran on either side of the large sink also carried a number of crockery pots and jars, labeled in strange letters. Why did this all make her feel so at home?

      On Melanthios’ left was an extensive parlour darkened even further than the kitchen by full length, heavy, blood red curtains over the windows. There were loosely arranged, eight, over-sized, deeply padded, high-back chairs with a large, low, round table placed in the centre of the room. An enormous serpent was carved around the table’s sides, and from her point of view, she could see its bejewelled crimson eyes glaring right through her. One wall was completely taken up by a massive stone fireplace, a small glow emanating from it. These walls were also lined completely by shelves which were chock full of old books and rows of scrolls.

      The biggest curiosity item for Melanthios was a full sized podium in the far corner. On it was a black leather bound book, one of the largest she had ever seen. It measured at least two feet wide and about a foot thick. There were two very tall candles mounted in ornate brackets on either side of the podium. One was red and the other black. Judging by the amount of dripped wax on the sides of the podium, this was a well used book.

      Willow went into the kitchen to make the tea. “Sit at the table, child. Tea will be ready shortly.”

      “My name is Melanthios,” she said as she sat down. She peered up and  noticed the rows of drying plants and small animals, cobwebs knitting them together like a line of laundry.

      “I’m aware of that,”  Willow brought two large metal cups of tea to the table and sat down opposite Melanthios. “I sense you needing a mentor for a different magic. Someone who can provide the guidance a naturally skilled Dark Witch as you craves and deserves. A drive your own mother is trying to suppress in you. Am I striking any chords here?”

      Willow sipped her tea and glanced up at Melanthios, her emerald eyes sparkling. She knew she’d hit home. “You have such possibilities, my dear. It’s as if you were my own spawn.”

      This was a sad child, a lonely child, an angry child and most importantly...a bright and ambitious one. Perfect, Willow inwardly smiled. Why, yes...yes indeed, this was the one she’s been waiting for. Willow knew that playing her own talents down kept the focus off her had enabled her to find this treasure.

      Melanthios’ eyes darted up at Willow in shocked disbelief. Her tea sloshed against the sides and over the brim of the cup as she stretched her back up straight to look Willow directly in the eyes.

      “I don’t understand how you know these things,” she said, wiping her hands on her skirt. “Watching me I understand, but you know my innermost thoughts.”

      “This is but a small task to a witch of my caliber...and yours, too, Melanthios, when you are taught how,” Willow purred. “Do you remember days when you’d be in the Forest and seem to drift off, not actually to sleep, but losing periods of time? Suddenly you’d become alert and wonder where your mind trailed off to?”

      “Yes, I do, and I could never remember what I was thinking about.”

      “It’s a Mind Reveal spell. I’d simply borrow your energy for a bit, hence you went into a daze and I’d gently massage your thoughts and dreams out, re-instate them and send it back to you. A talented First Order Magical can learn a Mind Wall, to stop this from happening,” Willow explained. “I hope you’re not upset with me, but I wanted to be absolutely sure you were the one who was foretold to me. I Time-Linxed to ancient Egypt to gather original magic and was told by the great Egyptian magician, Ormus that a young Dark Witch would come to me to become the ‘All Powerful One’ and I was to teach, and mold her to become the reigning Dark Mistress. So you see, this had to be done with utmost assuredness,” Willow stated.

      “I’m to become the ‘All Powerful One’? What does that mean?  What do I do?” Her mind raced with questions.

      Willow smiled. “In various high energy times throughout the Ages, like these ‘Burning Times’, magical portals of opportunity open up. Events are always in motion for hundreds of years leading up to these openings. With the attack on Magical Folk by the Munz, a very powerful Dark Portal is about to open. The best prepared Magical will be able to take advantage of this and become the ‘All Powerful One’. For us, this witch or wizard must be of the Black Arts, and as I’ve said, be truly ready. This will mean a predestined pathway of study and obtaining certain highly magical objects. It is all written down in detail, and in time will be made known to you. But first there is much to be done. We will spend many, many hours, days even years together before you are trained. Do you believe yourself ready to begin, Melanthios?”

      Melanthios’ head was swimming. At first she didn’t know what to think. All her devious ways, as Laurel called them; all her secret experimenting with the Dark Magic, her maiming of animals and even other children, her mastery of poisons, dark hexes and spells, and most of all, her complete enjoyment and feeling how right it was for her--all of this now made sense. Her guilt and remorse were never long lived. Now she knew why. She understood her destiny. An inner elation filled her core being--she was home.

      “Oh, yes. I believe I’ve been ready for a very long time.”

      Over the next two years, they met frequently, sometimes for days on end. Melanthios was taught the most advanced, darkest magic known. And then together, Willow and she Time-Linxed to other magical eras to learn even more.

      Still standing at the window, Melanthios smiled fondly at the memories of those times. The beginning years with Willow held some of the most exciting and exhilarating experiences. Everyday held new mysteries and pushed her powers to the limit. But nothing...absolutely nothing could compare to when she was finally allowed to start working with the Book of Black Dominance.

      It was slightly under two years into her training, that Melanthios entered Willow’s kitchen after being out gathering poisonous Amanita mushrooms, although she preferred one of their other names--Death Angels. As she hung up her cloak and put the basket of mushrooms on the table, Willow looked up at her and simply said, “It is time.”

      Willow rose and walked to the parlour, Melanthios followed, assuming that it was what she was supposed to do. Willow approached the podium and crooked her finger at Melanthios to come nearer. Melanthios went to stand beside Willow, behind the podium. Although Melanthios often looked at the book from a distance, she never dared to open it. It was forbidden by Willow, right from the beginning and Melanthios certainly knew enough not to ever cross her.

      Melanthios glanced down at the book. On its cover were the words in an ancient decorative script, “Book of Black Dominance”.

      “Place your hand on the book, child,” said Willow.

      Melanthios did as she was bid. At once, she felt a tingling and then a tremor crawl up her arm to her shoulder, neck and into her head. She felt dizzy and closed her eyes. There, before her were some of the most evil, sinister looking beings; some entities that she had no idea even existed. Demons, half men, half dragon, bird or serpent...varying colours of black, red, deep green, grey...scales, skin and feather, claw, talon, hooves and feet...all writhing, slinking, dancing, reaching for her, calling her. Melanthios gasped and her eyes flew open. She whipped her hand from the book and looked up at Willow.

      “What on earth is this?” she cried.

      “Some of the most dangerous, powerful demons known to the Black Arts. These and more will be yours to beckon and control. They are your future slaves and subjects. They will carry out your every whim, bow down to you and enforce your laws over mankind and all other Magical Folk. They will penetrate the ages, making you the ‘All Powerful One’,” said Willow, with extreme and obvious satisfaction.

      “They look positively venomous. How does one witch control all of them?”

      “That’s what the Book will teach you, my dear,” Willow patted the book lightly, “It’s all in here.”

      “Where did the Book come from?”

      “I am its creator,” explained Willow. “But let me give you some of the stories of its roots.”

      They sat in two of the large chairs and Willow continued.

      “I started pulling this book together about fifty years ago. Throughout my life of studying the Black Arts, I saw that there were many sources, books, grimoires written all through the ages, which when you studied them had a central core of information - a common thread. I began Time-Linxing to the various high points in Dark Magic’s evolution, gathering and sifting through each era’s essence to accumulate the cream of the methods and beliefs. I knew about the Dark Portals opening from time to time and that somewhere buried in all the writings would be the keys to becoming the All Powerful One. Ormus started me in the right direction. I also knew very soon that it would never be me, but someone I trained, someone young with the right inborn talents and ambitions. That someone is you, Melanthios. Of this I am sure.

      Some of the main writings I have drawn from include the Key of Solomon, which depicts the magic of King Solomon, its lesser grimoire, the Lemegeton which describes the ability to call on and control seventy-two of the most powerful and dreaded demons of all time. A few of those darlings were revealed to you when you touched the Book.”

      Willow grinned slyly at her little joke. Melanthios gulped and was not sure she shared Willow’s great enthusiasm for the ‘darlings’.

      Willow went on. “I received some help from an Italian witch friend of mine, Laura who actually owned a copy of the Key of Solomon, very difficult to get hold of as you can imagine. Unfortunately, she was found by the authorities and killed. Well, she vanished. But by that time I copied all I needed from the document.

      There was much I learned in the ancient Egyptian Book of the Dead and the Tablet of Destiny...and oh, the Emerald Tablet. It took me years and years to sort through the facts, cleave off the showmanship and ego of the individual authors and discover the actual path for the All Powerful One. But I am convinced I have done it. The Book of Black Dominance is the result of my efforts. You will begin to study it, along with some of the old documents, the important ones, so you understand your destiny. I will be here to guide you through your whole metamorphosis to becoming the ‘All Powerful One’.”

      Melanthios was entranced and stared, slack-jawed at Willow as she spoke. She’d studied for almost two years and now found out the real journey is just about to begin. An electric tingle flowed down her spine. She knew she was getting close. This pathway was what she’d been trained to step on to, this was the final walk, this was why Willow found her. Melanthios sensed she was about to enter a whole new world of power, magic and involvement in the Black Arts. Now, she not only had her mentor, but her guidebook as well. Her heart swelled with joy and her mind was whirling with possibilities.

      “I can tell you this, Melanthios,” stated Willow, “the Book will not only tell you of your fate, but how to get there. There are Nine Magical Objects you must obtain to complete your initiation. Most will not be made known until the one which precedes it is found. These are of many different magical times and eras. You cannot reach your final destination unless all nine are in your possession or control. Remember this always, for it is critical to your success...our success.

      Know too. White Magicals will also be on a quest of their own for the Nine Magical Objects. And if they succeed, they will use the Book and the Objects to destroy Black magic and rule the planet in the Light. They must not win…any of them.”
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      Still leaning on the window’s frame, Melanthios smiled again. How clearly she remembered that day. It took her fifteen years of study to know the Book of Black Dominance and fine tune her powers to be ready to pursue the nine objects.

      It was in the first year of those fifteen that she met and fell in love with Evander. Willow was horrified and feared that this would distract her student from her goal. Melanthios insisted it wouldn’t of course, but the truth was that Evander was White Magic to his core. He loved her with all his heart, of that she was certain. How long could she hide her true leanings? There were days on end when they couldn’t meet as she was in the middle of some long lasting Black ritual. She could never really explain these times to him, at least to his satisfaction, she knew that. But their feelings for each other seemed to overrule logic and the romance went on.

      The fact that he came upon her doing an animal sacrifice that day was always a puzzle to her. He was supposed to be in a completely different Time, having Linxed to help a group of innocent Munz who were being persecuted by a few badly behaving White Wizards, probably young and full of themselves. He told her very clearly he wouldn’t be back for at least a few days.

      But he returned in a day and on witnessing what she was doing, was appalled and repelled. Their relationship ended there and then, even though both were in hysterics and crying openly.

      Melanthios never saw Evander again. It was still a mystery why he came back early, and how he happened to be in that area of the Forest, as he rarely went near it, let alone deep into it. Did Willow have anything to do with that?  Melanthios asked her. she denied it.

      Melanthios knew who she was and what she was to become. She wanted that more than anything in the world. So, in her own interest, she dropped the conversations with Willow about Evander and chose to let him go from her life. Not an easy choice, but the greater objective had to be honoured, that of her becoming the ‘All Powerful One’--nothing must stand in the way of that. The ’letting go’ became complicated, but it was done.

      She turned from the window and walked over to the podium, now standing in the middle of her garret. When they moved to Bodesnoir, Willow allowed the Book to be housed in Melanthios’ quarters, for she needed to work with it on a daily basis to finish her preparations.

      Melanthios turned to a marked page, about a third the way through the Book. “Object One,” it read. “A most potent amulet, designed of silver in the shape of the rue plant with symbols on it of a key, rooster’s head, Vervain, dagger and Crescent Moon. A Cimaruta, one of great power, currently in the possession of a White Witch.”

      Yes, she knew the Cimaruta, and she had almost taken it. Laurel had been the owner for decades and passed it on to Angelica on the birth of Persephane. It was still slung haplessly around the sweet neck of her young niece, but not for long--oh, no, my dear--not for long.
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      Delecta and Randy led them to the edge of the grove, where the largest of the trees stood.

      “Oy, then,” said Benson, “where we goin’? I don’t see no ruddy city.”

      Delecta grinned, she’d already cottoned on to Benson’s character and was thoroughly enjoying his banter. “Just a moment, Benson. You’ll see very soon.”

      Randy stood beside Delecta, while the others were either a step or so back or as in the case of Benson and the fairies, flitting in circles behind. In response to a series of knocks on the trunk of the massive oak, some by Delecta and some by Randy, a small doorway appeared.

      “Ahhhhhh,” sighed the group in chorus, their eyes alight with anticipation. Randy and Delecta glanced back at them and smiled.

      “Here we go,” said Randy.

      “But,” P-C worried, “how are we full sized ones going to get through that tiny door?”

      “I’ll look after that,” said Thaddeus. “That okay with you, Persy?”

      “Oh, sure, no problem,” said Persy.

      “Randy and I can change to any size we wish, so if you guys are all fine, then let’s go in,” said Delecta. She turned and rapped a couple of long and short knocks on the small door and it swung open.

      Thaddeus extracted his wand, tapped himself, Persy and P-C uttering “Vergrando!” and they shrank to about three quarters the size of the doorway. They followed Randy and Delecta; Benson and the fairies zipped in behind them.

      Once through the door, things became very dark and difficult to see. Persy saw something glowing some distance away from them, but nothing was clear.

      Delecta and Randy turned to face them and Delecta said, “This is one more of our protective shields for Rose Arbour. You need to be at a particular energetic vibration to be able to see the city. Let’s make a circle and join hands, Durin, Fawna and Benson if you would just sit on one of our linked hands, this will transmit it to you.” They do as Delecta asked and she led them in a meditation of vibratory rising. As they were all familiar with this type of work, it only took a couple of minutes.

      When they opened their eyes, everything had changed. In front of them was a centre street with houses, shops and street vendors lined up along its meandering length. Townsfolk hustled from here to there or were working in their gardens. The thing was that everything was sparkling and reflecting light. Persy considered that this was what the Emerald City in her childhood books must have been like, although this town is not as verdant. Wearing sun glasses would have been a heck of a good idea.

      “Great Scott!” exclaimed Benson, squinting and landing on Persy’s shoulder. He didn’t trust his navigational skills until he acclimatized to the light.

      “Too bad this place is so gloomy,” he added.

      Delecta and Randy grinned. “Yes, I suppose it’s a bit much at first, but one gets used to it,” Randy said.

      “It’s positively beautiful,” said Persy. “But we’re underground, how is the light generated?”

      Delecta explained. “We generate some light by magic, but we don’t need that much because the crystals magnify and reflect the light to make it seem like much more.”

      For a moment, they stood and checked it all out. The houses were mostly built of stone, with low rock walls around each property. The stones however were embedded with various colours of crystals, clear, pink, yellow, green, red, blue and purple. Street vendors decorated their carts and awnings with different sizes of hanging crystals which floated on the breezes, glittering and tingling, a visual panorama of colour.

      In the distance, lording over the rest of the city was a multi-story building gleaming in the light. There were no stones or rocks in its walls; everything was constructed of sheets of crystal, mostly light pink and clear in colour. The effect of the light on this edifice was to create a halo of light some fifty feet in every direction around it. If you gazed at it softly, one could see the energy waves undulating from the walls.

      And then there was the ‘sky’. Even though they knew they were underground, it was hard to believe this was not a perfect summer sky. The illusional sky was, on closer examination, composed of  intricate mosaics of aquamarine, turquoise and clear crystal tiles, giving the impression and comforting effect of a vast, clear blue sky.

      Fawna, Durin and Benson were flitting ahead and back again, over and over. “Come on you lot,” exclaimed Benson, “you won’t believe how great this place smells!”

      Persy, Thaddeus, P-C, Randy and Delecta started walking down the main street and immediately, the sweet essence of roses filled their senses. It was more than understandable. Every garden was a riot of roses varying in colour from the palest cream to the deepest hues of yellow, magenta, red and even blue. Their scents mixed to produce a very heady fragrance which wafted along on the breezes.

      Persy, Thaddeus and P-C walked along the main street with Randy and Delecta, who introduced them to various shop owners, neighbours and even some of the children, playing in the streets and gardens. Everyone seemed so cheerful and warm, only too happy to meet the new visitors.

      “This place rocks,” said Benson, landing on Persy’s shoulder. “Everyone is so mellow and friendly, it’s like they don’t have a care in the world.”

      Persy agreed. She couldn’t remember seeing a place with so many smiling, apparently care-free people.

      “Delecta,” Persy asked. “What is your secret? The people seem so content...how do you and Randy do it?”

      Delecta smiled and looked up at Randy, who returned her grin. “Its really no big secret,” she replied. “We run Rose Arbour with as few rules as possible. We all work together to protect nature, our citizens choose their own professions or occupations and so are happy with their work and life. Our government is based on co-operation so people get any help they need from us and their co-citizens. No one works long hours...we do what needs to be done to make life work, but spend the majority of time in leisure, fun and enjoying our time together. There is no room or reason for jealousy or greed, and hence no point for crime. We are well protected, so fear no invasion. It’s idyllic and it works.”

      Thaddeus asked, “Do you never fear attack by Black Magic? I can see your protections here, but we all know the deviousness and cunning inherent in the Black Arts which when wielded by someone like Melanthios, eventually gets through most barriers.”

      “Of course, we are always on guard for Black Attacks, and occasionally they do get through, but to date we have fought and fended off anything without dire consequences,” said Randy. “We are more concerned about times when a Dark Portal opens, which is due to occur in the next twelve years or so. Then we pull out all stops and bind intricate spells with our top magicians and healers. One always has to keep primed for those assaults.”

      “I’d love to show you our Council House,” Delecta said. “We’re pretty proud of it.”

      “Sure,” said Persy. “I can see some of it from here. Looks gorgeous.”

      They followed Delecta and Randy, all of them deep in thought. Persy’s attention was diverted from her companions to a woman sitting at a table in her front garden, carefully blending herbs and liquids. She held a rather large, golf ball size green crystal in her right hand while she muttered to herself. Persy couldn’t help but stop and stare. Delecta noticed Persy’s fascination and called to the older lady.

      “Hello, Zeemeld,” Delecta said. “Would you care to meet our guests?” The woman looked up from her work, fluttered her fingers in a small wave.

      “Of course, Delecta, I’d be honoured,” Zeemeld said.

      Delecta made the introductions and Zeemeld turned to Persy. “My dear, it seems I have captured your interest. Do you favour the magic of the healing herbs?”

      “Yes. It’s a favourite area for my Mom and me. She’s taught me a great deal about it, but there is so much more I’d love to know.”

      “Aye.” Persy noticed her slight Scottish accent. “It’s been the focus of my magic for as long as I can remember. I’ve also Time-Linxed to learn the magic of homeopathy and the flower energy vibrations. Together, they provide an endless bounty of healing possibilities.”

      “May I ask what that green crystal is for?”

      “When I was a young maid, not much older than you, I provided an astounding healing, if I may be allowed to say so myself,” she grinned, “for the Head of the Nymph Council-- Sirena. Her thanks to me was a visit to the Cave of Magical Crystal Seeds. I was allowed to choose one to help me in my work, and of course, I plucked one of the green healing Crystal Seeds. It aids me in potentizing my herbal and energetic remedies to be as powerful as they can be,” explained Zeemeld.

      “Zeemeld has been our key healer for a very long time,” said Randy. “Someday, Persy, you should come back and spend time with her if she’s okay with that. You could learn a world of healing from her.”

      “Oh, I’d love that!” exclaimed Persy, looking to Zeemeld for approval.

      “I’d be most happy to have you visit me, Persy,” said Zeemeld. “There is nothing finer than sharing one’s passion with an enthusiastic student.” Zeemeld smiled and shook Persy’s hand warmly.

      “You’re going to bring me back with you, aren’t you, Perse,” asked Benson, still sitting on Persy’s shoulder. “A guy could get right fond of a place like this.”

      “Oh, if you’re good, I suppose.”

      “Butter wouldn’t melt in my mouth, sweet’ums...nary a drop.” Benson zoomed off to catch up with Fawna and Durin.

      They left Zeemeld, carrying on to the Council House. As they approached the front door, a Satyr rushed out calling to Randy and Delecta.

      “Your Honours,” he cried, an extremely worried look on his face, “I’m so glad you’re back.”

      “What is it, Sam?” asked Randy. Persy picked up the anxiety energy which felt like a sodden blanket.

      “There’s been a protective energy breach in the city. We’re not sure where it’s coming from.”

      “Wouldn’t you know it,” sighed Delecta. “Just when we are being all cocky and proud of our defences, something like this happens.”

      “What do you know, Sam?” asked Randy.

      “One of the guards by the Cave of Magical Crystal Seeds picked up a Black vibration. He believes it’s coming from within the Cave, but can’t be sure. We can’t find it. Probably a masking spell of some sort is being used, and unless we know which one it is, it’s next to impossible to uncover,” said Sam.

      “Right, you are, Sam,” said Delecta. “Thaddeus, Persy - Randy and I are going to run upstairs to grab our own Crystal Seeds. We’ll be right down and then we’ll go to the Cave to see if we can sort this out. Would you come?”

      “Of course,” said Thaddeus. “You bet!”

      Persy, Thaddeus, P-C, the Fairies and Benson looked around in the Great Hall while they waited. The walls were gleaming sheets of crystal, each with slightly different hues. Sam explained that their tones were determined by the minerals which were embedded in the crystals while they formed. Their colours also pertain to the magical qualities that the different crystals possess.

      “What an amazing building,” said Thaddeus, as he turned on the spot, gazing at each wall.

      “Yes,” replied Sam. “We have many rooms in here, most are devoted to a particular colour of crystal and its individual power.”

      “Who knew that Rose Arbour holds so many secrets and fascinations,” declared Fawna.

      “We try to keep a lid on it,” said Sam. “We don’t want to deal with a lot of outside interference.”

      “Good plan,” said Thaddeus.

      Randy and Delecta returned at that moment and they set off to the Cave.

      “It’s not far down this road,” Delecta pointed to the left when they were outside. “Come on.”

      They followed Randy and Delecta, Persy noticed an inner quiver of warning from her Cimaruta. Something, definitely Dark, was lurking close by.

      They came to the Cave; a heavy door, encrusted with colourful stones protecting the entrance. A guard came up to Randy and explained that they couldn’t detect the Black vibration again. Randy and Delecta opened the massive door, stepped into the mouth of the Cave and kneeled on the floor. Persy, Thaddeus and the rest could just see their backs. Randy and Delecta carried their wands in one hand and extracted large, Crystal Seeds from their pockets with their other. They bowed their heads together and begin to chant although the actual words were not audible to Persy and her group.

      They waited patiently until Randy and Delecta got up and came out of the Cave.

      “We both can detect it,” said Delecta. “But it’s hiding incredibly well and keeps moving around. It’s a small presence, but definitely dark. I think we’ll have to come back at night when it will be more active and probably less defensive. We should be able to nail it then.”

      “For now, though, Delecta and I decided to allow you, Thaddeus and you, Persy, an opportunity to enter the Cave and select a Crystal Seed of your own,” Randy said.

      “It’s the least we can do for your help with freeing the Fairies,” said Delecta. She handed Persy a white satin bag. Persy reached over and took the bag. “That’s to put your crystals in. Come, I’ll take you to the entrance of the room where the Magical Crystal Seeds are.”

      Persy and Thaddeus followed Delecta into the Cave and down a slightly sloping pathway to the right of the main entrance. They walked about fifty feet, when Delecta stopped, stood aside and pointed into a room.

      “This is the Hall of Magical Crystal Seeds,” she told them. “In there, you will find a six-sided room and the Crystals on each wall are of a different colour and magical function. Let me explain what they each enhance:

      
        
        Green – Herbal and Homeopathic/Energetic Healing

        Pink – Affairs of the Heart and Family

        Golden – Control/Power and Alignment with all Beasts

        Clear – Powers of Divination – To Foretell the Future

        Red – Physical Strength

        Purple – Magical Enhancement

      

      

      You may each choose one which you feel will help you the most. Please feel free to take your time. Pick up each type; often they let you know which is best for you.” She left the Cave.

      Persy felt both excited and apprehensive. She could see Thad’s eyebrows raise. He was too. Would they choose correctly? Not knowing fully what’s ahead of them in the quests they were about to embark on, how could they best prepare themselves?

      As it turned out, it was more than obvious which crystal they each needed. They entered the room and were stunned. When Delecta described the six walls, she didn’t impart the intensity of each Crystal Seeds’ colour! They were not just pink, green, red, etc....they were MAGNIFICENTLY PINK, GREEN, RED, etc. Colours neither of them have ever seen before.

      They proceeded to walk around the room, each in turn picking up the various Crystal Seeds and holding them. The Seeds’ energetics were as plain as having a conversation with a good friend. After doing the circuit a few times, Persy knew hers was to be the green Crystal Seed and Thaddeus knew his to be the red.

      The strange thing was, that Persy’s green Seed, about the same size as Zeemeld’s, was easy to pick up and was the expected weight. Thaddeus’ on the other hand, was actually heavy. Very weird. Although it was about the size of Persy’s, it weighed similar to a rock the size of a baseball, but the Seeds were more the size of a golf ball.

      Persy pulled the white satin bag out of her pocket and put her crystal into it. She held it open for Thaddeus to place his in as well.

      This was strange. As Thaddeus put his hand with his crystal in the bag, Persy noticed a faint shadow behind the Seed. It probably would have not been apparent at all, except for the contrast provided by the brilliant white of the bag. And her feeling of Black Arts, returned subtly.

      “Thaddeus,” she said, “did you see that?”

      “What?”

      “Well, there’s this...this shadow or something...sort of attached to your Seed, I think.”

      He looked into the bag. “I don’t see anything. But that Seed is bizarrely heavy, that’s for sure.”

      They both stared into the bag, but could see nothing.

      Persy shook her head then closed the bag. “I guess we should be getting back,” still mystified by the weight of the bag.

      “Yes, you’re right.” They walked out of the Crystal Seed room back to the Cave entrance.

      Randy and Delecta were waiting for them. Persy walked up to Delecta, opening the satin bag, showed her which Seed Crystals they selected. In a split second, the weight of the bag changed, becoming decidedly lighter. Delecta and Randy both turned almost in a spin looking up the road behind them.

      “What?” cried Randy. “What was that?”

      Randy and Delecta stared at each other, open mouthed. “I felt it too!” Delecta said, in a slight panic. Persy agreed. There, for the briefest moment was a diffused and distinctly Black, very cold vibration, which rapidly vanished.

      “Randy and I are going back into the Cave to see if we can ferret out the source of this problem. I’m going to have Sam take you all back to the entranceway, if that’s alright with you,” said Delecta.

      “Sure,” said Persy. “I think we need to get back to Laurel, she’s waiting for us. I would love to know what you find, though. Zeemeld wants me to visit, so maybe we can catch up with each other then?”

      “Absolutely,” said Randy. “Fawna or Durin will connect with you to set that up. I only hope we can get to the bottom of this Black vibration thing soon. It really concerns me that it managed to get into Rose Arbour at all.”

      They said their good-byes and followed Sam back to the entranceway, stopping briefly to say ‘bye to Zeemeld.

      Persy, Thaddeus and P-C were the first to the doorway in the tree followed closely by the fairies. Persy’s Black alert went off as the door opened. She quickly looked around, but again, saw nothing. She let Thaddeus know in a whisper what just happened. They both fell into deep thought as they made their way through the grove, down the vine covered wall, on their way back to where Laurel was waiting.

      That vibration was undoubtedly Black. What in the world was going on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Hand of Glory

          

        

      

    

    
      “Clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle, clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle,” Melanthios heard the footsteps coming, from far down the hall and she knew who they belonged to.

      She was standing at her podium, re-reading for the umpteenth time, in the Book of Black Dominance, the instructions and steps to produce the Dark item she’d need to claim Persephane’s Cimaruta. Melanthios was of two minds. She resented the interruption, but very much wanted to speak with the owner of that singular gait.

      She visualized the methodology as she re-read the passage: “The hand must be severed from a murderer, hung preferably at crossroads...” Done… Melanthios smirked. “What a night that was.”

      “Next, take the hand.” Melanthios stopped, noticing a shadow forming at the doorway, eighteen inches from the floor. The shadow slowly morphed into something more solid. Hairy and a body about the size of a North American football, with eight long, angular legs and its face a nest of eyeballs, studying the room from all directions. Melanthios turned to directly face the door.

      “Hello, Tash. Where on earth have you been?” asked Melanthios. “What’s it been? A few weeks?”

      Formally known as ‘Natasha the Nasty’, Melanthios had found the massive spider in a crypt when Time-Linxing to ancient Egypt. Tash, as Melanthios affectionately came to call her, was so grateful to be freed, that she stayed at Bodesnoir as sort of a side-kick.

      Tash spoke as if she was dubbed by the ever-charming Zsa Zsa Gabor. Where that came from, was anybody’s guess.

      “Dah-leeng! Eet’s been dreadful, I can’t tell you!” Tash exclaimed. “I teenk I’ve the most terrrrrrr-ible ee-motional traumas.”

      Melanthios couldn’t stop herself from cracking a smile. It’s really difficult not to be amused by this oversized arachnid and her affected personality.

      “All’s I ever hear eez about Rose Arbour in ze forest, so I teenk to myself...I must go and zee what eez ze beeg deal? I manage to cloaks myself very well. I copy energy of ze rose - eez everywhere there, and I get’s into ze ceety. Zen I vait near ze entrance to ze Cave and I follows ze guard in when he goes to check ze Cave out. He cannot zee or feel me - he eez not tryink. But zen ven I enter ze Mageecal Room of ze Creestal Zeeds - I cannot get back out! Eez terrrrrr-ible! I am stuck zere for all zis time. I only gets out when zose keeds come in and choose zere Crystal Zeeds.” Natasha whimpered.

      Melanthios’ attention is suddenly piqued. “What did those ‘keeds’ do?”

      “Oh, zey eech take a creestal. Ze boy, he takes a red one and I just happened to be zitting on zat wall. I am steel not to be zeen, zo I grab on and he puts me in ze white bag. Ze girl, zee takes a green one. When zee girl opens ze bag to show ze uzzer girl, I sleeps away and gets out ze main door ven ze keeds leave.”

      Natasha ambled into the room, plunks herself down on the floor and pouts with her many mouth parts.

      “You’ve been missed here, Tash,” Melanthios said. “I’m preparing an excellent specimen of a Hand of Glory.”

      “Ahhhhh,” Natasha brightens. “Vat are vee do-ink veeth eet?”

      “I believe one of those ‘keeds’ you saw was my charming young niece. She wears around her neck, the first item I need to become the ‘All Powerful One’. Her Cimaruta. A strong, well made Hand of Glory will serve me well to enable me to take it from her.”

      “Excellent. Ven do vee do thees?” For Natasha knew only too well what a good ‘Hand of Glory’ could do.

      “Soon. I’m almost done. Maybe even tomorrow night if the moon is right.”

      “Dee-lightful. “But now...I must go find zome good deener, stoopid Cave...no deecent flies or bugs. A gal...zee could starve in zere.”

      Melanthios watched Natasha ‘clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle’ out of the room. Grinning again; she couldn’t help but think of a walking, hairy footstool.

      Natasha was pondering not only about a juicy bug ‘deener’, which was always easy to track down within the walls of Bodesnoir, but also about her concealed ‘purple creestal’, for Natasha had her own agenda, one which would shake Melanthios to her cold, black core.

      Melanthios returned to the Book, and resumed checking that every step has been done, and done well. She had Time-Linxed to the early 1700’s to obtain these instructions:

      
        
        “Cover the hand of the hanged murderer and wrap in fabric, pressing it hard, extracting any remaining fluids.

        Place covered hand in an earthenware container.

        Mix cinnamon, saltpetre, salt and peppercorns, grind these completely together.

        Spread over the hand and let sit for two weeks.

        Expose the hand to the heat of the sun in high summer until fully dehydrated.

        To use the Hand, a candle will be placed in its palm and one finger will be lit for each person in the house where the theft occurs. All occupants will then fall into the dreamless sleep of the near-dead.”

      

      

      

      At which time, Melanthios would have no trouble at all removing the Cimaruta from an unknowing Persy’s neck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Of Course You Know…This Means War!

          

        

      

    

    
      Thaddeus turned and stared at the vines on the rock face. “You know, Persy, I think we should take some of these flowers to dry,”

      “They have a particularly high resonance,” he said, as he gently placed his hand over a few of the blossoms, “and just by the fact there are so many varied colours on the same vines, tells me how unusual they are. They make me think of Clematis of some epic variety. Some call it ‘Traveler’s Joy’-does wonders on tired, blistered feet. I know Laurel ‘won’t leave home without it’,” he joked with a wry grin.

      “I see what you mean,” agreed Persy studying the flowers more carefully. “I’ve got a deep pocket which can hold quite a few”.

      They gently extracted four or five handfuls of the firmest blooms and some leaves, taking care to choose approximately the same number of each colour.

      Although the moon’s light guided them well, during the walk back downstream to meet Laurel, the larger trees that loomed along the riverbank were making it hard to see. Persy threw a Lighting Charm and the six companions found it much easier to negotiate their way.

      As they walked, P-C thought about the Black Vibe, and he hoped that Randy and Delecta discovered its source.

      Persy heard him mutter and said quietly, “I believe it was already gone.” She remembered it with a shudder.

      They saw Laurel seated on the rock where they had left her. She appeared transfixed, smiling as she watched the Fairy Folk and their kin celebrate their release from Melanthios’ hold. And they were whooping it up in fine fashion. Their glowing lights and energy fields illuminated the whole meadow with a riot of colour and intensities, not unlike the explosive Christmas displays on Yonge Street in Toronto, Persy thought. She loved that she was part of the reason for these exuberant festivities. It made her feel much warmer against the cool of the night.

      “Oy, these Fairy Folk really love to party!” Benson said.

      “Yeah,” answered P-C. “Lots of pent up steam being let off there.”

      Persy watched Thaddeus, noticing his particular enjoyment. She imagined his life’s been devoid of a lot of fun and normal childhood free-form frivolity. Laurel, although loving enough in her own limited way, seemed strict and very focused on his training. According to Angelica, Laurel’s upbringing was strict, making emotion hard to express. The summation of her philosophy was that success in life was measured in being the best one could be. Thaddeus turned to glance at Persy, showing a slightly embarrassed grin, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. She cheered loudly for the Fairy Folk. Exuberance was a good thing.

      Persy, Thaddeus and P-C simultaneously reached Laurel’s side, while the fairies and Benson zoomed in to light on her knees.  Again Laurel listened (and she’s getting pretty good at this) to the chorus of voices, each trying to catch her up with what happened at Rose Arbour. The din ended almost as quickly as it began, culminating with Persy and Thaddeus describing their respective Crystal Seeds and the strange weight difference between them.

      “...and then all of a sudden it was gone.” said Thaddeus. “Persy picked up a Black Vibration, but we still don’t know exactly what it was.”

      Laurel sat quietly, deep in thought. “My sense would be that it has to be something to do with Melanthios or one of her minions. They are actively seeking, and to me that means preparing to take action. Our every move has to be very guarded now. Come, let’s get back to the manor, I have a few serious protection charms to prepare.”

      Fawna and Durin said their good-byes and re-joined the festive Fairy Folk. The rest walked back to Laurel’s, bombarding her with questions as they went along.

      “What do you think she’s preparing to do, Grandmother?” Persy asked. “Has this something to do with the Quest you spoke of? The challenges for which I’m somehow destined?”

      “I believe so, Persephane,” replied Laurel. “The timing is right. No one from the Dark or White side can engage or attack an underage First Order Magical...but as you are just months from your thirteenth birthday, I think I can safely say that she is gearing up to do battle. Actually it can occur at any time.”

      “What do you think will happen, Laurel?” Thaddeus demanded. “We’re sticking by Persy throughout these quests, so we need all you have.”

      “You’re perfectly correct, Thaddeus...it’s time to explain what I know. Let’s get back to the manor and I’ll lay it out for you. I really need to be working on protection and I can do both in the kitchen,” Laurel said.

      They walked in relative silence all the way back, each processing what they thought may be ahead.

      They entered the manor and headed directly for the kitchen. Laurel put the kettle on for tea and began taking various jars of herbs, and indeterminate items from her shelves. With a wave of her wand the fire in the large hearth sprung to a height of about two feet and settled back to a quiet, percolating glow, just enough to warm the room against the chilled Bellaryan night.

      Persy and Thaddeus sat at the table with expressions mixed with apprehension and eagerness to know, waiting for Laurel to explain.

      “I understand your alarm, Thaddeus but the thing is, those of the White side don’t know a great deal. The only part I know for sure is this,” Laurel began.

      “After Melanthios worked with Willow for...oh, maybe six months or so, she came home at night simply exhausted. At that point, I could do my own Mind Reveals on her and she was unable to do very effective Mind Walls, try as she would. I was able to pick up her advancement in herbal powers and their place in dark spells, the meaning and performance of black spells and charms, what I would call the everyday learning of an apprentice Black Witch. Her thoughts often flickered to a large black book on a podium in the main drawing room, but at that point, she knew little of its contents or purpose.”

      “What do you think it was, Grandmother?” asked Persy, obviously enraptured by this tale.

      Even Benson, held his usual cheeky banter, because a story like this normally gave him a ton of fodder for quips and bad jokes.

      “I’m getting to that,” she said, as she worked around the kitchen, extracting a myriad of contents from her containers and setting them in little individual mounds on her counters.

      “On one occasion, near the time when I never really saw her again, so that would be a couple of years into her training, Melanthios was home on one of her infrequent visits and she left some belongings in a basket near her bed, while she was out searching for herbs. I caught sight of the end of a scroll poking out from under a shawl and seeing as she was being so secretive, I’m afraid I played the ‘Mother’ card and looked at the scroll, hoping to get some inkling as to what she was doing. You see, she became incredibly good at throwing Mind Walls, so a Mother’s got to do what a Mother’s got to do.

      There wasn’t a lot on it, but it did list the numbers one through nine and beside number one was ‘Cimaruta – P’.  At the top were the initials A. P. O. I knew right away what this was. The time was nearing for an opening of one of the major Dark Portals and if a First Order Black Witch has been properly trained and has accumulated the Nine Magical Objects as outlined by the Book of Black Dominance, then she can be granted the stature of ‘All Powerful One’ - in which case the Dark will rule this realm.”

      “MY CIMARUTA?” screeched Persy, her hand flying to her chest to grab it.

      “Yes, my dear, I’m afraid so.”

      “What is the Book of Black Dominance?” asked Thaddeus with a quizzical but unmistakably frightened look on his face.

      “Well, we at the Magical Folk Governing Council, haven’t a lot of information about it either, but one of our members has a spy in Willow’s house, unbeknownst to the rest of us...not a Munz form, some insect or animal. They were told of the Book. Evidently, Willow was assigned and collected the information she felt will lead to Melanthios becoming the All Powerful One. Hence when I saw the initials ‘A.P.O.’ on that scroll, I knew what it was.

      We found out the Book is about a quest for these Nine Magical items; the most powerful objects which when possessed by a prepared being of the Black Arts, will allow that being to become the All Powerful One when the next Dark Portal opens in about ten to twelve years.

      The Objects are in different times of Magical History and are currently controlled or hidden by various owners.

      The tasks will be hard for her, but Melanthios is well equipped. It will take all that we have together and probably some outside help to stop her. But stop her we must. There is simply NO alternative for the survival of the world as we know it.

      Remember and remember well...if Melanthios succeeds, the Dark will lord over everything. Her minions will permeate through the Time-Linx to every facet of every magical time, poisoning, enslaving, creating chaos at every level of life. White Magic will abandon this planet and we shall all be lost...forever. But, on the other hand, if those of us living by the laws and practices of White Magic collect these Objects, then the world is ruled by the Light and the Dark will be made to step back.”

      Persy, Thaddeus, Benson and P-C sat motionless, frozen was more like it, nary a twitch or blink, mouths slightly agape. Persy blinked hard a couple of times and said, “What do you know of the nature of the objects Melanthios will try to gather, Grandmother?”

      “Not as much as I wish,” replied Laurel, finally sitting down.  Their tea had gone cold, but no one noticed. They hadn’t even touched it. “The first is your Cimaruta, as I’ve said. The Objects won’t be revealed until the one previous to them are obtained. The Book didn’t tell much past the first item from what we know. It seems there are many blank pages in the book, but it’s generally agreed among the Council that the writings on them will magically appear as each quest is successful, to reveal the next. According to our informant, success means that it was found and dealt with, it matters not whether it’s by one of the Black or White side.”

      “Well, that’s interesting,” said Thaddeus. “It means that we have a chance, if we can claim the objects first.”

      “Yes, it’s the hope that keeps us all going. I don’t believe Melanthios knows it can go either way. The world will be dominated by White Magic, if we can collect the nine objects. It’s likely that Willow failed to tell Melanthios that part, and I believe it’s because Willow doesn’t want Melanthios to even consider that she may not get all nine objects. That they are already deemed as hers if she pursues them, keeping Melanthios’ magic focused.” sighed Laurel. “Willow can gather the information, enabling Melanthios and giving her a head start on the quests, but she can’t control the Magic. It can belong to either side, we just don’t have the lead that the Book of Black Dominance has given Willow’s champion.”

      Laurel looked at Persy with a proud but slightly sad look. “Persephane, my dear, this is the conversation both your mother and I have been alluding to since you found out you were about to Time-Linx and that you were a First Order Witch.

      The truth is, you are not only a First Order Witch, but ‘the High White Witch’, destined to be Melanthios’ nemesis. You will stop her, if anyone can. We, around you can aid you in anyway possible, but the Quest is yours and at some point you and Melanthios will go head to head to claim this planet’s destiny.”

      A pall dropped over the kitchen. No one uttered a sound. They couldn’t help but stare at Persy, waiting for her reaction. Benson broke the silence.

      “No worries, Perse!” he declared. “We’ll be with you the whole time.”

      “Sticking to you like peanut butter to the roof of your mouth,” chimed in Thaddeus.

      “If I see her, I’ll sneeze on her and turn her into a burnt offering,” P-C said, doing his best to puff out his dragon-self to take on more of a hero look.

      Laurel seemed a little more relaxed, as she assembled the elements of her protection spells. She sat at the table putting them in groups of five, seven and nine, all protective numbers. There were crystals and flowers of red, black and blue, beads of coral, amber, silver and iron. The herbs Persy could recognize were rue, rosemary, dried elderberries, lavender and hyssop. And last, but most importantly, for the outside of the house, Laurel put elder branches which had been soaked and twisted into pentagrams and triangles to be put over the windows and doorways. She had protection charms all around the house, but these spells were now needed to completely and safely seal the manor from invasion of any of the Black Arts.

      But Laurel didn’t get a chance to prepare those spells...did she?
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      As Melanthios had hoped, the moon was perfect, full and the sky cloudless. She collected Tash from the dungeons where she liked to hang out.

      Melanthios wrapped the Hand of Glory and a two inch round block candle in a soft, silken wrap. She carried it like a newborn baby in the crook of her arm.

      “Ok, Tash, ready?” Melanthios asked.

      “But of course, dahlink..let’s do zis.” Tash purred.

      “Grab my lower leg.”

      Tash wound one of her front, hairy legs around Melanthios’ right ankle. They were traveling to Laurel’s manor by Tunnelling--a method of moving at past the speed of light from one geographical location to another. It could only be done within the same time-space zone, but was particularly effective when speed and anonymity were critical. Very few Magicals could do it, but Melanthios learned before she was nineteen.

      Melanthios snapped the fingers of her free left hand and called ‘Eogorum’. They popped in front of Laurel’s door in a heartbeat.

      Melanthios knew Laurel would have the manor surrounded by protective charms and possibly spells...so came prepared.

      “Mother, dear, how predictable, thou art,” she muttered in mock old English.

      There on the windowsills were red, black and blue candles in their small groups. Sprinkled around the doorway and also on the sills were black peppercorns and salt, most likely sea salt. Melanthios could sense light protection energy, but nothing overwhelming.

      “Looks like I timed my arrival well, Mother. This is going to be a gift.”

      “Ewwww, my hemolymph...zee is bubblink! Zis is zo exziting,” Tash exhaled the words with deep and heavy breaths.

      Melanthios extracted a small leather pouch from a side pocket in her cloak. She spread apart the drawstrings and started to sprinkle the contents in front of the door. A light dusty cloud formed and seeped into the space under the door.

      Persy heard it first, a gritty substance, like sand being poured on the porch, right in front of the door. Thaddeus followed her eyes to the front door in time to see a cloud of dust eek its way into the hallway and disperse into the kitchen.

      Before Laurel could say anything, having turned to see what caught the kids’ attention, her eyes closed and she slumped forward onto the table, fast asleep. The same happened to Persy and Thaddeus. P-C, who was already curled up by the fire simply drifted off and Benson’s wings dropped flat to his side as he too, was overcome with sleep.

      Melanthios waited for a minute or so, to make sure the graveyard dirt completed its job, then extracted her wand, tapped the door and calmly proclaimed “Effracto”. The door to the manor swung open and she and Tash entered.

      Her eyes danced around the hallway and rooms she could see, eliciting fleeting memories of the house she grew up in. They came to a standstill when she saw the scene in the kitchen.

      Melanthios knew the sleep induced by the dirt was not very deep.  That was the job of the Hand of Glory. She and Tash slipped into the kitchen. Melanthios stood at her Mother’s side, glancing down at her face. Laurel was still a lovely woman, Melanthios thought, a face relatively unlined, considering her age. Was that a pang of remorse Melanthios felt in her mid-section? Nah,...I no longer have feelings for this person.

      Tash, meanwhile ‘clomped, clomped, clomped, shuffled’ up to P-C and was gently poking him with a hairy leg. “Zis dragon...ee ez zo, zo, pudgy... ‘ow does ‘ee fly?”

      “Not well. Come on, Tash, let’s get this done before they start to wake from this sleep. I need them in a very, very DEEP slumber.”

      Melanthios carefully unwrapped the Hand of Glory and placed it at the far end of the kitchen table. She laid the block candle on the palm. The Hand was already charmed not to affect her or Tash. Melanthios then lit the candle and the tips of each of the five fingers. One finger must be lit for each person one wanted to affect. How handy that there were five sleepers here and five fingers, (she grinned a little at her own pun). As the six points of flame enlarged, a greenish smoke formed and settled like a well-trained cloud over the heads of the already sleeping victims. Very shortly, their sleeping sounds became slower and deeper, indicating to Melanthios that the work was done.

      She looked down at her niece, whose head had fallen directly onto her folded arms in a straight forehead contact.

      “Tash. Come and hold Persephane’s hair back.”

      Tash moseyed over in her traditional gait. “Eez my pleasure.” Tash steadied herself on her four back legs and used the front two to gently part Persy’s long, thick mane down the back of her head, held the two sections, one to each side, to expose her fine, young neck.

      Melanthios bent forward, pinched the chain and hauled it up until the Cimaruta was heard clanking on the table. She then laid the chain down Persy’s back, moved her right hand around to Persy’s forehead, gently lifted her head so Melanthios’ left hand could grasp the Cimaruta and work it around to the back of its supporting chain. She lowered Persy’s head back to her forearms. With her now-free right hand, Melanthios brought out her wand, lightly touched the link which attached the amulet to its chain and uttered the command “Effracto”, releasing the Cimaruta into her hand.

      Melanthios smiled and felt happy...no… this was more, much more. Her chest tingled inside...success...yes...that was the sensation...success with a sugar coating of power.

      “Hmmmm, I like this feeling. This experience, THIS is simply a touch of how I’ll live all my days as the All Powerful One.”

      Melanthios extinguished the flames on the Hand of Glory and lovingly re-wrapped it in its silk cover. She slipped the Cimaruta down the front of her dress where it could take its place beside her malignant heart.

      Natasha and Melanthios skulked out of the manor, leaving Melanthios’ family and their friends to sleep it off.

      The night, Melanthios’ new mother, greeted her and Tash, enveloping them in safety, cloaking them in protection. “Eogorum!” And they vanished.
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      Consciousness seemed to be lost in some abyss, Persy had a devil of a battle to mentally emerge from this pit. She was the first to moan, and finally raise her head. But within seconds there was movement all around and Benson, no surprise, was the first to speak.

      “Oy, me poor bean,” he moaned. “Feels like it weighs two hundred pounds. Certainly NOT the best sleep I’ve ever had,” he said as he rubbed his head with a foreleg.

      “Man, oh, man,” said Persy. “My brain feels like it’s been put through a blender. I can’t even see straight.”

      “Ugh,” muttered Thaddeus as he pushed himself off the table top with both hands. “I hear that. What happened?”

      Laurel stood up and staggered to get her Book of Shadows. She knew only too well what could have caused such an immediate and dark sleep.

      Persy turned to watch her come back into the room with the Book. “Grandmother, do you think whatever conked us out was that dust I saw coming under the door? Graveyard dirt can do that.”

      “Yes. That--but much more. I believe the dirt started it, but something exceedingly more malevolent put us into that sleep of the dead.”

      “MELANTHIOS?” blurted P-C with a very worried look on his face.

      “Melanthios...yes. She was here and used a Hand of Glory to knock us out. Very black magic, very Melanthios.”

      That’s when it hit Persy. Her hands flew to her chest and neck. No Cimaruta.

      Her heart pounded and her stomach did a complete 360.

      “Nooooooooooo!” Beads of sweat appeared on her forehead, as tears ebbed down her cheeks. “It was from Mom, and I was responsible to keep it out of Melanthios’ hands. Now she has the first of her Nine Objects and it’s all my fault.”

      Laurel quickly put the Book down on the table and rushed to Persy’s side. She sat beside her and threw her arms around Persy gently stroking her head.

      “No, child, it’s not your fault. No one could have fought the evil magic of the Hand of Glory. Not unless one was specially prepared and had the time to use very strong counter-magic. We had no idea and I wasn’t able to protect the manor properly. It’s not about you at all. Truth is, I should have had the manor ready for attack from the day you Linxed over knowing you were about the right age for Melanthios to start her campaign for the Objects.”

      “The Hand of Glory is a formidable foe,” Laurel continued and proceeded to explain to them all how it was prepared and what it did.

      Although Persy did feel somewhat better, she was still heavy hearted and felt more responsible than she probably was.

      “Now what?” Persy asked Laurel. “Do you think it’s possible to get it back, Grandmother?”

      “Abso-freak’-lutely, Persy,” said Thaddeus. “We can’t let this get us. The adventure continues.” He held his arm up in the air, brandishing an imaginary sword. “All it takes is a little swash and buckle,” swishing the ‘sword’ in the other direction.

      “Oy, Perse...she may have won one battle...but she hasn’t won the war,” said Benson. “This is only round one. We’ll simply go and knick it back.”

      “Ah, yeah,” stammered P-C. “Yeah, that’s the ticket. We’ll—um--go get it back,” he added somewhat softly.

      Laurel remained thoughtful as each of them expressed their determination to help Persephane reclaim the Cimaruta.

      She lifted her head to meet Persy’s gaze. “Persephane, I believe it’s the time for you to Linx back to your Mother and let her know what’s happened. Take Thaddeus with you, he can be a visiting cousin or something of the sort. I’m afraid you, P-C, are going to have to stay with me, as you’re a tad more difficult to explain away.

      Angelica has an uncanny way of finding and reclaiming lost or hidden objects, it’s one of her more incredible talents.  We certainly can’t just go willy-nilly into Bodesnoir looking for the Cimaruta without some sort of plan. We have to know where in Bodesnoir Melanthios is hiding it, and then we can devise a plan to recover it,” Laurel explained.

      “Great!” cheered Thaddeus. “I LOVE the future. And I can meet Rix, Persy.”

      Persy looked stunned. This was all happening so fast. Going home? She felt she’d been here for months and it was really only just over a week.

      Benson dragged his weighty abdominal segments across the table. He struggled to half crawl up Persy’s forearm and looked up at her with very heavy compound eyes.

      “Persy, ol’ bean,” he sighed. “I’m so ready for a breather back home; get back to my river. Munch down my familiar mozzies. The ones here are too stodgy; guess I’ve been away from jolly ol’ Bellarya for too long. Let’s go,” he said through a deep yawn.

      Laurel rose and was busy at the kitchen counter, boiling water to brew a particular tea.

      “Here,” she said, taking the steaming pot to the table along with four mugs and a thimble. “This is made with Red Clover to cleanse the after effects of the Hand of Glory from your systems and also Lemon Balm to help everyone calm down enough to sleep for the rest of the night. We’ll figure this all out in the morning.” She handed everyone their tea.

      Within twenty minutes, they were in their beds or, in P-C’s and Benson’s case, their respective sleeping spots. P-C again rolled up in front of the kitchen fireplace and Benson in the corner of Persy’s room.

      Persy’s room at the manor was a large, bright one, with a south facing bay window enveloping a wide cushioned ledge. Although she had an over-sized canopied bed with lush down pillows and quilts, she sat on the window seat. She turned the day’s events over and over in her mind as she stared up at the stars, as if they could provide her with her much-needed answers. She was exhausted, but she was so solution oriented, that she felt she wouldn’t sleep until she could come up with at least a skeleton of an idea of how to reclaim her Cimaruta.

      From across the hallway, Thaddeus left his door partly open and Persy could hear his deep, rhythmic sleeping breaths. She smiled. Well, at least the tea worked on him.

      With no plan magically appearing in her head, Persy admitted that sleep was needed. She knew she’d be useless if she didn’t get some rest and there was no one around to bounce ideas around with, anyway. So she slid off the window seat with a thump and eased into her soft bed and within seconds was deeply asleep.

      Benson tended to rest when Persy did, no point being active at night when he hunted and courted by sight. Of course, he had no eyelids to close, so there was watchfulness to his rest, one of the reasons dragonflies made such good familiars. He half observed Persy when she sat in the window, sensing what must be reeling through her head. Poor kid he thought, surely in my almost four hundred years of magical experiences I could come up with a plan for her. A flash of thought - Benson knew what to do. He was a dragonfly with a mission.

      He rested until the first rays of morning skulked into the left side of the bay window, then he quietly flitted out of the open window and was on his way.

      Benson ramped up his flight until he was past the speed of light and no longer visible. His many visual pathways caught flickers of the meadow and the Forest of Depravation (thank goodness, no dumb puzzles). He landed softly on the stone at the window in Melanthios’ garret. He rested to catch his breath, and listened very carefully.

      Beyond the rustle of obviously large pages, he heard a murmur and  chuckle.

      “Ah, let me see, object one, taken and hidden, and now on to the second,” Melanthios muttered. More flipping of pages as she looked for direction on item two.

      Benson got his bearings--this was a north-facing window, the stones around it a good foot thick. So he was careful to keep on the right side, about half way along the window’s rocky frame, staying in the morning shadows and moving slowly. Any quick motion could catch her eye and give him away.

      He crept further in, putting all his eyes on hyper-scope.  Melanthios was deep in thought, running her right forefinger along a page, her back to the window. By craning his head forward he could….just...about...read...the...page...stretched…some...more... “Crack!”

      Melanthios slammed the book closed. “Yes, makes perfect sense,” she exclaimed. “That would be the next item.”

      Drat, thought Benson to himself. WHAT item? He leaned a tad further into the room, hoping to catch a glance at anything else which could give him a clue. His front legs slipped and he found himself balancing precariously along the edge of the stone.

      He flapped his wings in a flurry to stop himself from falling off, Melanthios seemed not to notice, but something stirred deep in the shadows in a corner to the left of the window.

      Two hooves slid slowly into the sunlight on the floor. Benson could hear the rasp of something heavy dragging, as whatever it was shifted its weight to stand. The rest of it broke the lines of shadow and came into full view.

      What IS that thing? Benson stared, all of his multitudinous eyes bulging.

      The creature stood like a lion, but its front paws were hooves. And the head. It possessed the beautiful face and raven hair of a Mediterranean goddess...not what one expected at all when you take in the rest of it. Its back paws were indeed, paws, but instead of the fur of a jumbo feline, its body was covered in serpentine scales, red, dappled with black. The line of its back lead the eye to its tail, lizard-like, six feet long and a about six inches in diameter. It ‘clomped-clomped, pad, padded’ over to Melanthios and looked up at her with glittering onyx eyes.

      “Ah, my sweet Shape-Shifter,” purred Melanthios, “there you are. Well, I’ve unveiled my next magical object, I believe. How delighted I am, too.”

      Shape-shifter? Hmmmmmm.

      “And what might that be, missstressssss,” replied the beast in a sibilant manner. This zoological collage definitely had strong reptilian overtones.

      “Can’t say too much just yet, my dear, I have much research to do to figure out where it is and plan my journey to obtain it. I feel I must not be clouded by others’ input. I’ll fill you in as need be, don’t worry. But let’s just say this, if this item doesn’t pan out, well, at least it we’ll be able to make stew for the multitudes!” whispered Melanthios, chuckling.

      Darn and blast again thought Benson, he was sure she was about to spill the ol’ proverbial beans.

      As the Shape-Shifter walked closer to Melanthios, she flickered her eyes quickly up to the window well, and back again. Benson’s little heart took a leap and he edged himself back into the shadows. The Shape-Shifter attempted to see where Melanthios was marking a particular page with her finger, but she pulled her finger from the book and walked to the doorway.

      “There are other records I must confer with, we will meet later in the day, my clever beauty,” said Melanthios and she left the room.

      The Shape-Shifter shuffled herself over to the right side of the room where a long wooden table stood under a large ornate mirror. She admired herself for a few minutes, looking into the mirror and disturbingly around the room, even to the window several times.  Benson was getting quite jittery at her constant glances toward his hiding place. WHAT was she doing?

      To the Shape-Shifter’s left, on the table stood a large vase of flowers, some of which Benson did not recognize, including the branch she pulled from the grouping. There were several clusters of delicate yellow flowers blossoming along its length. She turned and sashayed over to the window, seemingly engrossed in studying the flowers. She stood and looked outside. Swiftly, her left hoof went up the wall and grabbed a torch from its sconce, she touched the blooms with the flame. White smoke emanated immediately from the flowers, filling the window well. Only then did Benson notice that the Shape-Shifter blocked her nose and mouth with a silken cloth she must have taken from the table.

      Benson’s head spun; he lost his grip on the stone and spiralled to the window sill in a dead faint.

      The Shape-Shifter tossed the burning branch out the window and scooped up the unconscious Benson.

      “We are not strangers, Benson, and I don’t know what you heard of Melanthios’ plans before I awoke, but you are not taking them back to Persy and Thaddeus, so I know who I am going to thrill by offering you as a tasty ssssssssssnack,” she hissed.

      The Shape-Shifter clomp-padded out of the room and down the circular stairs to the dungeons below. There she listened for the one other distinctive gait in the castle which belonged to her arachnid friend.

      “Tash, where are you?” she called, “I have a lovely treat for you.”

      “Vat? I am havink a vonderful zleep and you disturb me. Vat do you have?” demanded Natasha the Nasty, drowsily.

      The Shape-Shifter dropped the comatose Benson into one of Tash’s fore claws. Tash’s conglomerate of eyes enlarged suddenly in surprise. “Vat have you done to heem?” she asked.

      “Oleander smoke. His heart will completely stop in minutes. Happy munching! He was eavesdropping on Melanthios...I don’t know what he heard, but I don’t want it getting back to those meddling young Magicals and Laurel.” With that slight explanation, the Shape-Shifter turned, pivoted on her tail and schlepped back up the stairs to Melanthios’ garret to resume her sleep.

      Tash carefully took Benson and started to push on his thorax to keep his heart going, which was where Oleander did its most deadly damage.

      “You don’t know eet,” Tash murmured, “but your friends, zey get my loveliness out of ze Rose Arbour, and I ‘ave many, many reezons to help you. Beleef dis!”

      She used the rest of her legs to launch herself out of the dungeons and up to the front door, but not before she grabbed another branch of Oleander from a vase in the entrance hall.

      She scurried to the edge of the forest where she climbed the first large tree and from there could swing via her web from tree to tree to reach Laurel’s meadow. She then scuttled over the meadow at great speed to get to the manor. There she left Benson on the porch with the Oleander.

      “I hope zey get it,” she sighed and rapped with her front legs on the door. She slipped into Laurel’s garden to watch the aftermath of her efforts.

      Persy answered the knock and looked around for a second wondering what or who made the sound. Then she glanced down and gasped in horror.

      “BENSON! Grandmother! Hurry! Thad. Help!” she screamed. Persy swooped down and picked Benson up, terrified of not finding any thoracic movement. She gently put her index finger on his little chest and felt a very faint motion. Tears escaped down her cheeks and her heart thumped like a bass drum in a marching band. Laurel arrived.

      “What’s happened, dear?” she asked as she rushed to Persy’s side. Thaddeus, within seconds, was at her other side. They stared down at the supine dragonfly, then Laurel noticed the branch.

      “No. Oleander.” she cried. She thought for a few moments.

      “Someone, I believe has left us a life-saving message. Persy, run and get your green Crystal Seed. Thaddeus, I need the homeopathics, a clean bowl and the pure water in the covered green jug on the counter.  Now.” ordered Laurel.

      Persy just avoided a head on collision with P-C as he lumbered out to the porch to see what all the kafuffle was about. She careened off to the right and up the stairs to her room to retrieve the Crystal.

      “What’s going on?” P-C asked in all innocence.

      “It’s Benson,” said Thaddeus, quite shortly.

      “He’s really hurt. Please P-C, get the green jug of water for me and bring it to Laurel. I’ll get the rest.”

      They both whisked back through the front door to the kitchen, gathering the things Laurel asked for. All three of them land simultaneously back on the porch ready to follow their next instructions.

      Laurel grabbed the homeopathics and in a blur, selected the Aconite as if on auto-pilot and sprinkled a little over Benson to address the shock. About fifty percent of his eyes re-focus in a few seconds and he moaned, weakly.

      “Oy...anyone get the number of the bus that hit me?” he sighed in one long expiration.

      “Persy,” said Laurel “Take the bowl and put the Crystal in it. Cover it with the water and then I think we’ll use the homeopathic of Oleander to antidote this.”

      “Wait, Grandmother,” said Persy. “Remedies often work better when they are ‘like’ the original substance, not the exact one, right? Benson, does it hurt to move?” she asked him gently.

      “Gawd’s ‘struth, it does, a packet. When I move at all I get ‘orrible chest pain and up the left side of me,” he whispered.

      “Your legs. Can you move them at all? Do they feel paralyzed or like stone?” asked Persy again.

      “Nope, nope, nope, not t’all,” he breathed out.

      “Ok, Grandmother, it’s not really Oleander. It’s a lot more like Foxglove or Digitalis. That’s the remedy, I think,” said Persy.

      Laurel beamed down at her granddaughter. “Yes, Persephane, I believe you’re right Put it in the bowl.”

      Persy added the homeopathic Digitalis to the bowl with the healing Crystal and water, and then dripped the solution into Benson’s mouth, and a few drops on his chest.

      Within minutes, Benson rolled over and started to slowly beat his wings. He wasn’t about to fly any marathons, but he was alive.

      “Cripes, Benson! What have you been up to?” demanded Persy.

      Benson stumbled through a recap of his day’s adventures including everything he witnessed at Melanthios’ and a clear description of the Shape-Shifter. He remembered nothing of Tash, and so had no idea of how he got home.

      The description of the Shape-Shifter evoked a piece of a fleeting memory for Persy, but she was far too worried about Benson to dwell on it.

      P-C ventured forward to speak to Benson, who was sitting comfortably on Persy’s knee, his wings humming quietly, but solidly. He was coming back to his old self.

      “Benson, I...I...I...just wanted you to know, that I was terrified for you, and th-th-that I’m SO pleased you’re better,” he said shyly.

      Benson eyed the dragon up and down, not confident he could trust this display of concern, but decided in the end that it was sincere.

      “Fanx, awfully, P-C, ‘ppreciate that.”

      Laurel stood and said, “Right, I think we need a good breakfast and just be with Benson. Persy, take him in and lay him on a cushion in the drawing room so he can relax by its fire, P-C you stay with Persy. Thaddeus, please take the bowl, jug and homeopathics inside. I just want to gather a few vegetables for dinner later on.”

      Persy and P-C took Benson in and Thaddeus followed with all the healing clobber.

      Laurel looked over the garden very carefully. Something was there and it had a touch--just a shade of The Dark about it. She stepped off the porch and went to pick some cucumbers, tomatoes and beans. As she rustled through the patch, she swore her ears caught more noise than she was personally making. Then she noticed a shadow at the edge of the garden which disappeared as quickly as it made itself known. Laurel stopped and pondered. Yes, it was all falling into place. There’s deception at Bodesnoir, and Melanthios’ next magical objective, she thought confidently, were becoming obvious to her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rockmanor Again

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning dawned with a more typical Bellaryan cloud cover.

      At breakfast, Laurel kicked the discussion off with, “I think there is one thing you should remember and that’s the fact that Melanthios will more than likely send some agent into your time to keep watch on you three. She’s going to know you’ve gone back by the absence of your energies. You probably won’t recognize the being, but keep your radar on, Persephane, for dark vibrations. You can’t afford to let your guard down - ever.”

      “Oy.” exclaimed Benson. “I sure ‘ope it ain’t that red and black scaly thing that I ran into at Bodesnoir. She, it, whatever, has absolutely no second thoughts about bumping anyone off. Someone should tell Warner Brothers that ‘Terminator 6’ is alive and well and living in 1669.”

      Another memory flicker came over Persy when Benson mentioned the Shape-Shifter, but again she was too mentally occupied with going home and having to keep feelers out for Melanthios’ watchdogs.

      “Okay, the main thing here is to get Angelica’s help in finding the Cimaruta’s location inside Bodesnoir, so we can return and get it back,” Thaddeus said. “I’m sure there is some combination of magic, spells, charms or potions, which will get us in and out. We just have to figure it out.”

      “While you’re gone, I’ll be looking in my Book of Shadows and other sources from the ancients for useful magical tools to use to devise our counter attack. As along as Angelica can help us as to where to look, we have a fighting chance,” Laurel added.

      They started to walk to the portal for the Time-Linx. Benson flew on his own, feeling stronger again, after a few tasty garden bugs and P-C lumbered behind, humming to himself.

      Now, Persy understood the rock formation she noticed on their arrival.

      “Just stand right before the rocks there,” Laurel pointed to the moss covered formation. “I’ll help you cross to the Munz dimension then, when you’re all together, start chanting ‘Totus Temporis’ over and over and you’ll be swept into the Time-Linx portal. Remember to focus on ‘Rockmanor waterfalls, on the day you left’ to wind up in the right portal and the correct time frame.”

      The three travellers proceeded to the middle rock, Benson inside Persy’s pocket. Laurel waved her wand. “Transversus.” Persy and Thaddeus reformed, joined hands and repeated ‘Totus Temporis’ in chorus. Within milliseconds, winds blew up around them and the vibrancy of the meadow withered behind the growing shimmering of the Time-Linx. As the brightness of the light strengthened, so did the winds. Thaddeus and Persy linked arms, chiming together ‘Totus Temporis’, concentrating on Persy’s Rockmanor.

      Abruptly, it all stopped, like slamming on the brakes in a close-call car accident. The gentle and welcome drone of nearby waterfalls, told Persy they’d at least arrived at the right portal, hopefully, in the right time.

      Persy led Thaddeus out of the falls to the riverbank and they started up the path to her house.

      Benson poked his head out of Persy’s pocket saying, “Crikey, Perse, don’t think I’ll ever get used to that ride!”

      She grinned, replying, “Yeah, it’s a bit of a rush. I know we’re completely safe, but it does take some getting used to.”

      “Who’s that?” asked Thaddeus, pointing down the pathway. Persy looked at him. He didn’t remember his time here as the bear cub.

      “Mom. Dad.” screamed Persy, breaking into a sprint, causing Benson to tumble out of her pocket and take flight.

      “Oy, Perse! Warn a guy, would ‘cha,” Benson grumbled as he buzzed over to Angelica.

      Persy and her parents embraced, while Thaddeus walked up to them, cautiously, eyes on the ground. He looked awkward and hesitant. Robert noticed that right away.

      “Hello, there. You must be Thaddeus,” said Robert, offering his hand in greeting. “Angelica picked you lot up in Silent Speak as you Time-Linxed. I’m Robert, Persy’s Dad. Glad to have you with us.”

      “Ah... Hi,” stammered Thaddeus. “Pleased to meet you, too.” He reached out to shake Robert’s hand as Angelica swooped down.

      “Too formal for me,” said Angelica, bending down and wrapping her arms around Thaddeus, causing Benson to topple off her shoulder. “Hugs are where I’m at.”

      “Heeelllooo people…rapid changes in body placement are dangerous to my health,” complained Benson, zipping off to light on a nearby shrub.

      They turned towards him and burst out laughing. “Sorry, Benson,” giggled Persy.

      “Yes, my apologies too, Benson,” grinned Angelica giving him a mock curtsy.

      “Humph!” Benson grunted. “The idea.” But he flew over and settled back on Persy’s shoulder.

      Robert stepped up, putting one arm on Angelica’s shoulder and one on Persy’s. “Well, what do you say, Thaddeus, let’s get those lovely gals back to the house so we can catch up on your adventures. Angelica tuned into some of it, but we would love to hear the full account.”

      They continued the walk back home, chattering. The kids assured Angelica that yes, they are quite well. They settled on the back porch; Persy, Thaddeus and Benson gushing about their times in 1669. Just like Laurel, Angelica and Robert had to meld together the rapid flood of outbursts from the three adventurers.

      “I did pick up some extreme negative energy around you the night of the Hand of Glory, so used my crystal ball to look in,” advised Angelica. “It was all over by the time I checked, and I knew my Mother was on top of things, so didn’t come over. I also suspected she’d send you home, as you were going to need help locating the Cimaruta within Bodesnoir before you go back.”

      “Mom,” said Persy with a very worried look on her face. “I’m SO sorry for losing the Cimaruta. I know you trusted me with it and I just feel so guilty that almost right away, I lost it.”

      “Oh, Persephane, darling. “There was absolutely nothing you could have done. Although your powers are growing all the time, you’re no match for a well-performed Hand of Glory spell without warning. I’m not disappointed in you in the least. In fact, I’m very proud of you all for finding the key for Fawna and impressing Randy and Delecta. Well done.”

      Persy felt the heat crawl up her neck and into her cheeks, in spite of herself and Thaddeus looked in the other direction. Benson however, beamed like a headlight on a dark country road. No false modesty, there.

      Robert got up and strode over to take the cover off the BBQ, breaking the awkwardness.

      “I think some yummy 21st century burgs and dogs are in order...what ‘cha all think?” he said, smiling and whistling softly to himself. The tension broke, Persy and Thaddeus shouted, “Yeah” and smacked each other’s hand in mid air. Robert went into the kitchen and came back with a platter of food to barbecue.

      “Ok,” Angelica urged, “C’mon help me throw a salad together, Persy.’ Persy jumped up to go help...but Benson beat her to the punch this time, slyly taking his clue from Angelica that motion was inevitable on Persy’s part, he soared up to the railing on the porch to watch the cooking fiasco (his opinion...after all - cow on a bun is not yummy...no, no, no...loved his people, but had to question their gastronomic choices.)

      Thaddeus slowly crept over to watch Robert turn on the propane as he started to prepare the grill.

      “Hmmm,” Thaddeus commented. “Saw one of those when I Time-Linxed to sometime in the late 1960’s, but in the bottom were little black coals or something and they poured this stinky liquid over them. Boy, when they threw a match into that ‘Poof’. Major explosion. Made me laugh, but I think lots of people lost their eyebrows with those things.”

      Robert chuckled. “Yes, that’s the kind we had when I was a kid. Mom would never let us light it--Dad always had to do it. Pretty scary, really. The liquid was a starter of sorts, made from petroleum, and yes, it WAS dangerous. These are fuelled by propane. Food tastes as good, but more contained and safe.”

      “Ah. I see,” said Thaddeus as he watched Robert heat up the grill, brushing residues from previous BBQ’s off. “I guess I’ll go help Persy,” and he disappeared into the house.

      Robert continued brushing the grill, letting his gaze shift to the gardens and the robust show of roses Angelica nurtured. He was enjoying the quiet spell and the warmth on the front of his chest from the BBQ. Even though it was June, the evenings could be cool in Muskoka.

      Suddenly, there was a distinctly cold mass of air passing behind him. Noticeable enough to make him swiftly turn his head to see what was going on. A chipmunk scampered across the porch and onto the grass, nothing out of the ordinary for this part of the country.

      Well, Bobbie-boy. Must be getting old, imagination running amok like that. He shrugged off the sensation and returned his attention to cooking dinner.

      Angelica and the kids came out with a tablecloth and dishes to lay the picnic table, then returned to the kitchen and brought out salad, drinks and condiments for the BBQ. Robert had finished and placed a platter of cooked meats on the table. They ate with gusto, all feeling relaxed, being in each other’s company.

      Benson spirited around the garden feasting on familiar treats before the light faded.

      “Oy, nothing like food from home,” he chirped as he buzzed back and forth, “Warms the cockles of my little heart.”

      After dinner, Robert and Thaddeus cleared the table while Angelica and Persy talked at the table.

      “I’m not sure of the best way to seek the Cimaruta’s location in Bodesnoir,” Angelica started. “There are many paths I could use. The problem is, that once I focus magical energy on the castle, Melanthios is sure to pick up on it, so I probably only have one chance at this. Whether I use a spell, scrying or try a Mind Reveal; which could be very tricky on Melanthios, when even Laurel had a hard time, and that was years ago. I’m bound to alert her.”

      “I think if we contemplate on it, sort of let the Magical Energies come to us, we’ll become aware of the best route,” Persy lazily added, as she picked up a stray piece of bun and tossed it at a chipmunk she spotted peaking out from under the hedge. She was getting tired, and was more interested in sleep than doing the mental gymnastics to try to puzzle this out right now.

      Angelica was staring into space, thinking this all through, when her stare became fixed and hard. Persy followed her line of vision and she too, locked her eyes on what caught Angelica’s attention. The chipmunk that Angelica was intently watching had the bread in his mouth; he was grabbing it with his front paws, only they weren’t paws. They looked like tiny goat hooves. What the….?

      Persy walked closer to have a better look. As she neared him, the air became absolutely frigid. This was not good. The chipmunk spotted her creeping up on him and vanished under the hedge, as did the cold air.

      Robert and Thaddeus came outside, and Persy quickly told them what happened. They became quite pensive and had troubled looks on their faces.

      Robert broke the silence. “Let’s go into the house. Ang, best be putting protection spells and candles on the house,” he suggested.

      You didn’t have to tell Thaddeus and Persy twice. They scooted up the steps to the house in a heartbeat.

      Benson, meanwhile, had been down the bottom of the garden and missed the sideshow, but all of a sudden noticed the dash into the house.

      “Oy, where you all going? What’s the hurry? What did I say?” he yelled.

      Benson flew up to the house in time to go in with Angelica and Robert.

      “It seems there’s a Dark Energy here, Benson,” Angelica explained. “We need to put protection on the house. Get in here.”

      “I’m here,” he assured her. “I’ve had my share of dealing with those black beasties.”

      Angelica and Persy went up to the secret attic. Persy backtracked to invite Thaddeus to join them, and of course, no one was keeping Benson out, so up he went as well.

      “Persy and Thaddeus, here, I have a box of red, black and blue candles, core them out with this small corer and pack them with the protection mix of herbs in that canister,” said Angelica.

      “What’s in the mix, Mom?” Persy asked.

      “Rue, rosemary and lavender, my favourites for these purposes,” answered Angelica. How like Persy to want to know everything.

      “Hey, Persy, you pack, I’ll core. Here’s a couple I’ve already done.” Thaddeus passed her the cored candles he’d finished.

      Angelica was busy at her table where her Book of Shadows laid open.

      “Wha’cha doing, Mom?” asked Persy looking over.

      “I’m just making sure there’s nothing else I have to add to with this Protection Oil. Let’s see, crushed hematite, lodestone, agate, topaz and crystal quartz in olive oil, with essence of cypress added. Yup, all there. This has been sitting out the past couple of nights to absorb the energies of the moon and stars, so it’s ready.”

      Benson decided to help Persy pack the candles and pushed the herbs in with a hind leg.

      “Benson, um, really, you’re more in the way than helping. Sorry, but I can do this faster on my own,” insisted Persy, knowing she’s walking on thin ice here.

      “Fine. You ungrateful cur. I shall not burden you with my presence any longer,” Octave one and rising.

      “I didn’t mean to offend you, but Mom needs these done ASAP. Ungrateful cur, indeed. Where do you get this stuff, Benson?”

      Benson flew off to sit up on the corner of the window to watch all activity, still miffed he isn’t being included.

      “Benson,” called Angelica. “Can you go down and get Robert? I need his help to spread the Protection Oil around all the doors and windows of the house.”

      “Oh, sure NOW you need me, cause I can zip down there quick-like and save you the trip,” he grumbled.

      Angelica stopped what she’s doing, looked up at him, “Benson, stop being petulant and help where you can. I need to get this done quickly. There’s no knowing who or what is lurking outside around the house...now skedaddle.”

      “Blimey, ‘alf a mo’...I’m going, I’m going,” he spat out as he buzzed down the stairwell.

      “Cripes, that little odonate’s hard work at times,” Angelica muttered as she returned to blending the oil more evenly.

      Robert came bounding up the stairs and he and Angelica proceeded to apply the Protection Oil on all the door and window frames. As they lightly brushed it on, they repeated chanting the spell Angelica had made for the occasion:

      

      
        
        Hail Goddess Moon

        Ruler of Night

        By dragon’s light

        Show us your might

        By the powers in thee

        I conjure you to protect ALL who

        Belong to me

        So mote it be

      

      

      

      Meanwhile, Persy and Thaddeus put five candles on each window sill, mixing the colours at each one. At bedtime, they’d be lit, burning and ‘charging’ the protective herbs.

      When they were finished, they met in the living-room. It was getting on for 9:00 pm and there was no doubt they were all quite tired. Still, the idea of sleep didn’t appeal just yet.

      Angelica sat on the couch deep in thought. “Now, to figure out the location of the Cimaruta.” She stared off into space again, this time looking through the large bay living-room window.

      “Oy, Perse-strings,” said Benson. His flippancy was an obvious attempt at retaliation for not being given more to do. “Wasn’t that Roc feather from Queen Breena meant to help out when things looked bleak or unclear?”

      “There’s a plan, Benson,” said Thaddeus. “Let me go get it, Persy.”

      “Sure. It’s sitting on my desk, I think.”

      Thaddeus charged upstairs and brought it back in a split second, winded, but excited that a solution may be at hand.

      “Give it to Mom. She’s the one who will recognize the best answer.”

      Persy jumped up and picked up a pad of paper from one of the side tables. She handed it to her mother, who took it and the feather.

      “Now what?” asked Angelica.

      “Just hold it over the paper and it should start writing.”

      “Don’t I need ink?”

      “No, it magically writes as if you’ve just dipped it into an inkwell.”

      Angelica took the feather and placed the tip on the paper. Nothing. Tried again. Still nothing.

      Thaddeus was sitting beside her. “Let me try.” He took the feather and pad. Nothing. Tried again. Again nothing.

      “Are you sure it works?” Robert asked.

      “Yes, of course,” said Persy. “Queen Breena wouldn’t have given me a dud.”

      “Ok, you try,” suggested Thaddeus, handing her the feather and paper.

      Persy took them both and put the pad on her knees. As soon as she touched the feather to the paper, it started whipping all over the surface. It was writing out the word “Vadoma, Vadoma, Vadoma,” over and over again.

      Her eyes bugged out of her head as she tried to control the feather’s speed. “Whoa! What’s Vadoma?”

      “Of course,” exclaimed Angelica. “She’d be a great help.”

      “Who?” Persy asked.

      “Vadoma. She’s a great Rom - uh - gypsy friend of mine. A simply amazing scryer. Uses a crystal ball like no one else can. I know she could help us find the Cimaruta. That is if I can find her.”

      “Why would she be hard to find?” asked Robert.

      “Can you imagine the appeal of the Time-Linx to a gypsy? She wanders it constantly. Could take me some time to find her, but I know now, she’s who we need.”

      “There you go…Master Dragonfly not so useless after all, is he?” gloated Benson as he buzzed around the living-room.

      “No, not at all, Benson,” smiled Persy. “Great help you are, really.” She said as she put the feather and pad on the coffee table.

      He looked at her suspiciously.

      “I’ll start tracking her tomorrow,” Angelica said. “Right now, I think we all need to hit the hay.”

      Robert and Angelica went around the house lighting all of the candles, while Persy and Thaddeus, quite willingly got ready for bed and slid between the sheets in their respective rooms. Benson settled on Persy’s drapes, as usual.

      Sunday began with a bright sun and a light breeze.

      “We should go walk around town, Thaddeus,” suggested Persy as she finished her bowl of cereal.

      “M-m-m-f-f-m-f,” mumbled Thaddeus with his mouth full, adding a nod to concur without spurting cereal and milk all over the table. These breakfast foods don’t seem to have much to them. Not like the stodge he is used to in 1669. He felt as if he could eat ten bowlfuls, but it was evident that Persy was anxious to show him around.

      They left the house by the front door and headed up to Main St. Benson was flying alongside, be-bopping into every garden looking for delicacies or lady dragonflies.

      Thaddeus, having spent most of his time in 1669, didn’t really notice the clarity of the air and the vast numbers of trees here, but Persy always appreciated the beauty and cleanliness of Muskoka. As they approached Main St., she pointed out the lake at the edge of the road.

      “Wow, that looks so clear...is it good swimming?” he asked.

      “The best,” Persy said proudly. She spent most of every summer in that water.

      On Main St., they passed a ladies clothing store, a menswear and hardware store, all of which were closed Sunday. There was a diner, which housed a small arcade that opened onto the street, called ‘Archie’s’. It was open and several groups of kids were milling around out front.

      “Rix!” shouted Persy.

      Rix turned quickly, recognizing Persy’s voice.

      “Hey. Where’ve you been all weekend?” she asked, running over to meet Persy. Persy noticed Rix was chatting with the Downing brothers, Zach and Simon...who were probably the hottest guys at school.

      Rix eyed Thaddeus with not well disguised interest.

      “Hey, Persy....and...?” she said still staring at Thaddeus.

      “Oh, hi,” responded Thaddeus.“I’m Thaddeus...um...Persy’s...um...”

      “Cousin,” chimed in Persy “Here for a visit from England.”

      “Ohhhhh...well, welcome Thaddeus...say..gotta love the accent,” cooed Rix.

      Persy leaned over and whispered to Rix, “Chill, girlfriend, he’s not here for very long.”

      “Aw, dang, Persy,” Rix muttered back. “You can’t bring something this hot here, wave it around and NOT expect a gal to react.”

      Thaddeus turned away deciding not to pay attention to their muted conversation. Obviously, it wasn’t meant for his ears. He noticed a rather large, lumpy, pock-marked character sprawled on a bench in front of Archie’s, with a couple of similarly disdainful looking guys standing on each side of him. There was no question, by their collective expressions, that this trio was not part of the local choir.

      Persy caught him eyeing the three and commented, “That’s Morton Eagleton on the bench and his flunkies Fred and Larry. They’re the resident bullies-come-losers. My best advice? Stay clear of all three.”

      “Yeah, on Friday, Morton stole some little kid’s lunch money, then shoved sand in the kid’s mouth when he started to cry. He’s just an animal,” said Rix, giving the threesome an evil look.

      Thaddeus continued to size them up and noticed the word ‘Bear’ on Morton’s T-shirt.

      “What?” Thaddeus asked with a wry smile, “Was ‘Refrigerator’ taken?”

      Persy broke out laughing and Rix followed. “Yeah, exactly,” agreed Persy.

      Morton looked up; his eyes followed the sound of the laughter. Seeing Persy, Thaddeus and Rix glancing his way and laughing at the same time...well, even with his deficit of brain cells, he knew he was the butt of some joke.

      He got up and lumbered over to them, Fred and Larry shuffled behind him. Fred and Larry took their expected positions on either side of Morton.

      “Hey, Perse-butt...what’s so blinkin’ funny?” Morton demanded.

      Without really thinking, Persy retorted, “You would be, if you weren’t so pathetic.”

      The world stood still. NO ONE said a word. Morton’s face blackened and his scowl deepened. His upper lip curled on the left side, mimicking Gruesome in a growl.

      Morton’s hand went back to the pocket in the back of his jeans, extracted what looked like a six inch leather club. As he started to raise it over his head, obviously meaning hit Persy, Thaddeus quickly put his hand over his mouth and quietly mouthed “Vergrando” which changed the size of the club to that of a toothpick.

      Persy stepped back, and as Morton lowered his hand to whack her, he saw the tiny weapon he was threatening her with, as did all the others. He stopped his hand mid-air.

      Persy, Rix, Thaddeus and the Downing brothers cracked up when they see how idiotic Morton looked, brandishing a toothpick at Persy.

      Even Morton’s goons, Fred and Larry couldn’t help but snicker. Tears of laughter poured down Persy’s face. Boy, this was great. She’d often thought of giving Morton a case of warts in undesirable places, but this was even better.

      Morton, now completely humiliated, came running at Persy, both hands out, looking like he was about to go for the jugular.

      Thaddeus had already taken his wand from his pocket and stuffed it up his sleeve where he could cover it with his hand, so he instinctively threw a silent blocking spell in front of Persy causing Morton to bang into an invisible wall and fall on his backside.

      “What the....?” he growled, rubbing his head.

      Peals of laughter flew through the air, even from Fred and Larry.  Morton got up and roars. “Aaaaarrrrgggghhhh,” He charged back at Persy who stood there grinning knowing he could never touch her. Bang! He hit the wall again.

      “I CAN’T BELIEVE THIS!” Morton screamed as he got himself up, yet again.

      By this time Archie heard the ruckus and came running out of the diner.

      “What in the Sam Hill is going on out here?” he demanded. “Buzz off...all of you...before I call the cops.”

      They took off like startled deer, Morton and goons in one direction, Persy, Thaddeus, Rix, Zach and Simon in the other. When they stopped running they were blocks down Main St. They bent over, breathing heavily, waiting to catch their breath.

      “Oh, Thaddeus, this is Zach and Simon, guys from our school,” Rix said.

      They exchanged ‘hello’s’ smiling at each other, but were yet unable to speak.

      Rix straightened out, and scowled. “What are those sparkles? Or am I seeing things?” She pointed to the space between Persy and Thaddeus. The Downing boys squinted, trying to figure it out, too.

      Well, of course Persy and Thaddeus needed to have this conversation. After all, Thaddeus had just pulled no end of ‘no-no’s’...so a Memory Erase needed to be performed. When done immediately after the fact, it was much simpler than the whole spell thing Angelica did in the case of Kyle Dunsmore. They agreed on the spell and pulled their wands out simultaneously, silently muttering “Erasum!”  They quickly tucked their wands away, lest they made a new memory to be dealt with.

      Rix, Zach and Simon blinked hard several times, and then looked around.

      “How did we get in front of the drug store?” Zach asked, looking into the store’s window.

      “Oh, I guess we’re talking so much, you didn’t notice how far we walked,” suggested Persy, with an academy-award-performance of a straight face.

      “Weird,” says Rix. “I can’t really remember getting here, either.”

      “Ah, time flies when you’re having a fun time,” smirked Thaddeus.

      “Listen, Rix, Thaddeus and I have to push off. Mom wants us home soon. Catch up to you tomorrow in school, OK?”

      “Ah, sure...sure....good to meet you Thaddeus.”

      “Yeah, see ya,” added Zach. “Likewise,” Simon nodded.

      “Sure, tomorrow, bye,” said Thaddeus. Persy and Thaddeus headed to Persy’s by a back route.

      As they closed in on her house, they passed Mr. Hornby’s. They approached the fence and Gruesome caught wind of them. He was snorting on the porch in the sunshine. He raised one fleshy eyelid to see who it was, and then his head popped up in anticipation of a chat.

      Gruesome slowly got himself up on his short, dumpy legs and came thunking down the steps, one at a time.

      “Hey, Grues,” called Persy.

      Sparkles flying everywhere, as Thaddeus added, “Hello, boy...how you doing?”

      “Well, well,” said Gruesome. “What do you know, a three way.”

      “This is my friend Thaddeus,” Persy explained.

      “How nice. So, what have you two been up to?”

      Persy grinned at Thaddeus and they tell him about their encounter with Morton and how they did a very quick mind erase to get themselves out of hot water, before anyone found out.

      “Heh, heh, snort, snort,” Gruesome laughed his doggie laugh. “Would give my favourite bone to see that. Often think I’ll take a big bite out of that blob...I’ve seen how he bullies young kids, but then I worry I’ll poison myself.”

      “Yeah, good point,” laughed Persy.

      Mr. Hornby sauntered over, seeing the kids at the fence and Gruesome strangely quiet. He usually barked at anything that moved or came near his fence. Mr. Hornby seemed to stand for a moment to listen, a small smile breaking out over his face, Thaddeus was a little surprised. Mr. Hornby noticed Thaddeus watching him, so continued over to speak to the kids.

      “Hello, Persy. New friend?”

      “Hi Mr. Hornby, yes, this is Thaddeus my cousin from England.”

      “Hello, sir,” said Thaddeus politely.

      “Hello, yourself, young fellow. And welcome to Muskoka.”

      Persy pointed to the garden. “Look Thad, you can see all the wonderful herbs Mr. Hornby grows. There’s Althea, Bladderwrack, Borage, Celery, Cinnamon, Elecampane, Eyebright, Lemongrass and there, Marigold, Mugwort, Peppermint, and Stillengia, Thyme, Uva Ursa...Wormwood,” She hesitated. “And...Yarrow. Why, now that I look at it - it’s a complete herbal patch for enhancing psychic powers. And in alphabetical order.” Persy looked up at Mr. Hornby.

      “All the easier to find them, my dear,” he grinned, but not just at his little joke, deeply, as if he was proud of Persy.

      Thaddeus watched Mr. Hornby very closely now. There was more to this. What? Were there tears in Mr. Hornby’s eyes, or just the sun?

      Persy was amazed. Why would these herbs be here and set out like that? She’d never really checked them out that closely before.

      “Persephane! Thaddeus!” Angelica came out to the end of their walkway and spotted them. She was calling them home, very emphatically.

      “Come here....we’ve things to do.”

      “Ok...gotta go Mr. Hornby...see you later,” said Persy and grabbed Thaddeus’ sleeve and pulled him toward the house; not leaving him time to puzzle out this Mr. Hornby guy.

      Angelica ushered them into the house. “Quickly. I’ve found Vadoma. You two travel tonight to meet up with her.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Must Be The Gypsy In Me

          

        

      

    

    
      Preparations went on the rest of the afternoon. As Persy, Thaddeus and Benson were to discover, the history between Vadoma and Angelica, plus Vadoma’s own special talents, entwined to make Vadoma the expert they needed.

      “Vadoma is a Rom or gypsy (but they prefer ROM) and very talented at scrying; finding lost things,” explained Angelica. “We met some many years back, when she was having the devil of a time with a curse of black-green mold which kept growing on her vardo’s walls every night. It would show in the form of a woman waving her arms in the air, like she was shouting at Vadoma.

      Now, what you need to understand is that the Romany are fanatical about hygiene. For instance, they only take their water from the upper most point of a river for drinking, then wash dishes or bathe downstream, then water and wash their horses and lastly wash clothes further down again. In the vardo, there are separate buckets of water for each of these things. So you can just imagine how a recurring mold on the walls would be distressing for her. No matter what she did, or what protection spells she cast, nothing helped.

      Her mother knew your Grandmother, Persy. As Vadoma and I were about the same age, she asked Mother to ask me to help, thinking that together we’d be able to figure what Vadoma had done to bring this upon herself. So I jumped the Time-Linx to spend some time with her. She prefers to live in 1520, when it was better times for the Rom. She has her vardo near a Time-Linx portal by Hermannstadt, Transylvania, a town she always loved, but particularly when it was part of the Hungarian Empire.

      After a few days going over where she had been, who she had been with, talked to and so on, we were still no closer to finding a solution to Vadoma’s problem. I then decided to Time-Linx back to the year 40 C.E. to try to seek the council of Sara la Kali, a very important wise woman of the Rom.

      Vadoma felt that her talent for prophesy and seeing the location of things was a gift from ‘Sainte Sara’ as she was called now, so we agreed this would probably be the best place to get help.

      Sainte Sara was extremely gracious and helpful. She explained that it was likely to be a muli which was a female gypsy vampire. They were created when a Rom dies and buried badly. They haunted repeatedly like this and it was usually because there was something they want. So Sainte Sara gave me a large smooth crystal and instructions on how to make it my own. Then I was to scry into it and see what came up, ideally the object of malcontent.

      On my return, I proceeded to follow Sainte Sara’s instructions. I washed the crystal with pure water, and yes, I was given some of the best drinking water. To the water I added sea salt and essence of sandalwood. The crystal was then covered in a dark purple-black silk to keep the negative forces out and allowed to sit for over a week. At sunset on the evening of a new moon, I sat with it in my lap, concentrating on clearing my mind and allowing whatever was going to show itself to do so.

      It wasn’t that long before I saw a very old shuvani, sort of a Rom wise woman, who appeared to live on her own. She sat at a table in her vardo studying a deck of tarot cards. She was covered in the usual colourful shawls and Rom trappings. But what was most noticeable was a very large ring on her right ring finger. It had very ornate filigree gold on its sides and a massive amethyst in the middle. I’d seen that ring before.

      The crystal clouded over again, and when it cleared, revealed the actual events which ended in a curse on that ring.

      The old shuvani was named Elise, and because she lived alone, she died alone. Her body was discovered by Irenie, a young local ‘poshrat’ or half-blood Rom, who came once a week to check on Elise and bring certain food items from the nearby village. Of course, Irenie knew that the Rom death ceremonies would dictate that Elise, her vardo and all of her belongings would be burned. No one would be allowed to touch, much less take anything which belonged to Elise. But that ring - oh, how she admired and wanted it. And, being only half Rom, surely the threats to those who desecrated the dead gypsy’s belongings wouldn’t affect her, right? Wrong. But she didn’t find that out right away. It started several weeks later.

      I saw her take the ring off Elise’s finger and hide it in her apron pocket. Then Irenie returned home to her village and told one of the men about Elise’s death. The arrangements were quickly made for Elise and her belongings to be burned.

      Once again the crystal clouded to clear this time with Irenie screaming her head off in her sleep, dreaming of being chased by Elise as a muli, Irenie’s own death imminent if she didn’t return the ring.

      On a final clouding and clearing of the crystal, the connection between Vadoma and all of this made itself known.

      About two weeks after Elise’s death, Vadoma and her tribe settled for a short while on the edge of Irenie’s village. They were resting on their way to another larger city, to sell their hand-made wares at the markets there.

      Well, after a day or two, it was beyond evident that Irenie’s husband, Milosh, was enchanted with Vadoma, hurrying there every evening with some excuse that he had to speak to one or another of the men, but all the time finding reason to speak to Vadoma. Irenie’s friends were very quick to tell her all about this and she sulked each evening when her husband came home, making matters worse for herself.

      One evening when he returned, Milosh caught Irenie admiring Elise’s ring on her hand in the candlelight. He demanded to know where she obtained such a beautiful and obviously expensive bauble. She quickly made up a tale about it being given to her as a gift by a Frenchwoman for her ‘dukkering’—fortune-telling skills. Irenie explained that the woman claimed Irenie was correct about many things which saved her honour and fortune, so she gave Irenie the ring in thanks.

      Although Milosh was far from satisfied with this explanation, tending to believe it was more likely that Irenie swiped it, he let it pass. That night, as Irenie lay sleeping, Milosh carefully retrieved the ring from her apron pocket where she always kept it and slipped out of their home making his way to Vadoma’s camp.

      He quietly tapped on her vardo and she came to the door wrapped in shawls. He presented her with the ring and promised that next time when she passed through this area, he would not be encumbered with a thieving wife. But of course he claimed that ring was a family ring and his to give.

      So poor Vadoma knowing none of this history and that he was in effect foretelling of Irenie’s impending doom, wore the ring, in all innocence.

      To get rid of the curse of the mold in her home, Vadoma had to return the ring. We decided the best way was to dress in red, which protects one from muli and on the first full moon, go to the lake and throw the ring in for Elise to retrieve there or allow it to live at the bottom where no one else would be able to wear it. And that’s what we did.

      The mold never appeared again, so we assumed this satisfied Elise.

      Since that time Vadoma has always sworn to help me with any situation where she could. This is the perfect time to have her honour that promise,” Angelica finished.

      By this time, they had eaten dinner and were all strolling down to the river. Persy, Thaddeus and Benson preparing to Time-Linx to Vadoma.

      It was a beautiful June evening, the river alive with birdsong, insects chirping and fish splashing. They said their goodbyes, even knowing they’d return to what seemed to Angelica and Robert, the same evening.

      “Oy, Perse...I’ll just be nestling up in your pocket again, if you don’t mind,” Benson said, “ ‘ere I go, on my most un-favourite ride!”

      “Hop in, Benson,” Persy smiled, as she opened her shirt pocket wide.

      Persy and Thaddeus turned to face the waterfall. Angelica guided them into Bellarya, then she and Robert stepped back, waving as the kids disappeared.

      “Ok, sports fans,” sighed Persy, entering the Time-Linx “We’re off.”

      “And may the heavens protect my delicate little nervous system,” begged Benson.

      “Delicate, my Aunt Fanny,” Persy gave a half smirk just before entering the brighter part of the Linx. ‘Totus Temporis, Totus Temporis’ they chanted, concentrating on Hermannstadt, Transylvania in 1520. Their vision was distorted by the light and shimmers and their surroundings changed into a bright blur. The wind blasted and all form except their own disappeared.

      The abruptness of the end of this experience was no longer a shock to Persy. She stepped out into a small copse of pines. She and Thaddeus were sizing up their surroundings when Benson staggered out of Persy’s pocket.

      “And another one for Benson, the spun-dry dragonfly,” he said as if announcing a goal at a football match. He crawled up to Persy’s shoulder and sat there, slowly beating his wings, trying to find his balance.

      Thaddeus’ head swirled to the left when he heard rustling in the bushes by the trees.

      “I hear it too,” whispered Persy, her hand grasping her wand in her pocket.

      “Persephane? Thaddeus?” whispered a woman’s voice. “It’s your Mom’s friend, Vadoma.”
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      The bushes parted and a slim silhouette stepped into the evening light. She was wearing a multi-coloured bandana, a red shirt and skirt and a vibrant apron of blues, yellows and greens in floral patterns.

      “Hello, you two, or should I say three?” Vadoma greeted them, having spotted Benson on Persy’s shoulder. Her large dark eyes, surrounded by long thick lashes, sparkled and her rich, deep chocolate hair which protruded from the bandana curled and bounced around her shoulders and mid-back. She vigorously shook Persy and Thaddeus’ hands, then waved to Benson.

      Vadoma’s broad smile revealed blazing, perfectly aligned teeth. She grabbed Persy and Thaddeus by the arms and said, “Come to my vardo, we will have tea and talk. Come, this way.” She gently tugged them to walk with her back through the bushes. On the other side of the bushes, to the right was the most gorgeous wagon Persy had ever seen.

      It was a large bow top, the roof painted a turquoise green, and the body background a deep crimson red. On all sides were panels, with frames around each one painted a cream colour. Inside each panel was hand painted intricate scroll work, weaving in all directions. The steps and shafts for the horses were a bright yellow with flowers in red and blue painted down their sides.

      Thaddeus stood rock still, not a little slack-jawed. Vadoma grinned and said, “Come in...is no good standing on the outside...tea is inside.” She walked up the steps, removed her shoes and walked through the ornate door. Persy and Thaddeus followed suit.

      On entering the vardo, they were even more taken aback. One area directly in front was obviously the kitchen, with very delicately carved oak doors and counters. To each side as they stood in the doorway were sitting areas, plump sofas and chairs covered with fabric of very bright primary colours with multitudes of patterns from flowers, to zigzags, to geometric designs, stripes, dots, anything you could think of that would be decorating material.

      “Wow!” said Persy, looking all around. Even the oil lamps in the sconces on the wall, were of very ornate, etched glass.

      “Oy,” said Benson, squinting all of his compound eyes “You should see this with my eyes. Looks like I’m in the middle of a life-sized kaleidoscope.”

      Vadoma stood in the kitchen area, hands on hips, the kettle on. “I suppose it’s a bit overwhelming to the uninitiated, but it’s home to me. Sit, sit.”

      “No, really, it’s beautiful,” stammered Persy as she sat on one of the sofas. “And these fabrics; most of the flowers on them are hand-embroidered. What a ton of work.” she pointed out.

      “Hours and hours,” Vadoma agreed, “but I didn’t do it all, a lot of these were handed down to me.”

      Vadoma walked over to them carrying a tray with teapot, three cups and thimble, and plate with slices of spice cake. She placed it on a small round carved table in front of Persy and Thaddeus, who had joined Persy on the sofa. Vadoma proceeded to pour the tea, “So, my friend Angelica told me a bit of something about a magical item which you must find. How can I help?” She sat on the chair opposite them.

      “Well,” began Persy, “I think this whole thing will make more sense to you and easier for you to help if we give you the full story.”

      “Agreed,” Vadoma nodded.

      Thaddeus and Persy with minor help from Benson (although Persy spent more time containing him) went through the whole tale, from Persy’s coming of age and receiving the Cimaruta from Angelica, to Fawna’s plea for help, the freeing of the Fairy Folk and ultimately Melanthios’ Hand of Glory act, resulting in the theft of the Cimaruta.

      “Grandmother feels we can’t just go willy-nilly into Bodesnoir. If we’re going to pinch the Cimaruta back, we have to know where it is. Bodesnoir’s too big and too dangerous, to say the least,” Persy said.

      “Yeah, I hear that,” Vadoma agreed. Persy and Thaddeus looked quickly at each other. Vadoma obviously DID do the roaming thing and spent time in other eras.

      Vadoma got up from her seat and walked over to the kitchen table. As Persy and Thaddeus watched, she cleared the table of a vase with flowers in it, putting it on the kitchen counter and walked to the back of the vardo, where they could no longer see her. Within a few minutes, Vadoma came back carrying in both hands, something wrapped in a deep purple silken cloth. She sat at the kitchen table, placed the object on top and lets the cloth fall back. There, on a small, highly polished wooden stand sat the most exquisite crystal ball, about ten inches around. Vadoma went to a cupboard at the back of the kitchen and brought out a tambourine, decorated with dozens of ribbons of red, blue, yellow and purple. She placed this on the table as well.

      Persy and Thaddeus stood, hoping Vadoma would allow them to sit with her and watch.

      “Come here, come here,” Vadoma smiled. “I will need your energies near me as this is your quest, and I’m sure you want to see this anyway.”

      Benson zipped over and landed on the table to get a closer look.

      “Hey, Perse, have a goggle at this. It’s all sort of cloudy in there.”

      Persy and Thaddeus sat at the table and stared at the crystal ball. There was no doubt that this was a very powerful magical item. One could feel the pulsations around it without even touching it. On closer inspection, there were indeed, clouds rolling around inside.

      Vadoma sat in front of the ball and took the tambourine in her right hand.

      “I have to prepare my spirit to be at the proper vibration to read well,” she explained, “and I do this with the assistance of the grai; a sort of rhythmic beat I make with the tambourine. You’ll have to be very quiet and still. There will be time once I start scrying through my crystal ball in which you can ask questions. Understand?”

      Persy picked up Benson and put him on her shoulder, just to keep his tiny but overly-active nose out of things for now. She and Thaddeus nodded their agreement with Vadoma.

      Vadoma closed her eyes and extended her right arm down her side so that the tambourine almost touched the floor. She started to shake it in a very distinctive rhythm, over and over. Three beats, three beats, then two, two...three, three, two, two, repeatedly. Persy felt herself starting to drift off, mesmerized by the cadence. After a few minutes of this, Vadoma allowed the tambourine to slip softly to the floor. Her head had dropped forward, then she sat up straight and placed both hands around the ball. Her face was somber and her eyes slightly glazed over. She moved her hands in varying directions over the ball, not actually touching it, but skimming it with a space of about a quarter of an inch between the ball and herself. The clouds became very turbulent and then suddenly were gone.

      Neither Persy nor Thaddeus could see directly into the ball to view what Vadoma was looking at, but Vadoma’s eyes cleared and she requested in a monotone voice, “Tell me what you seek, Persephane.”

      “My Cimaruta,” Persy replied.

      In the same flat voice, Vadoma continued. “There’s a woman, dressed in black robes, dark hair, standing reading what appears to be a Book of Shadows. In the corner of the room, there’s a being, curled up sleeping. It appears to be covered in black and red scales.”

      “Ugh, know that one,” whispered Benson. Persy tapped him on his head to indicate he should be quiet.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he muttered. Persy gave him a sideways scowl.

      Vadoma went on. “Your Cimaruta is in the room, but I can barely detect it. She must have a masking spell on it, knowing we’d try something like this. And if that’s the case, it’s amazing I can pick it up at all. Just confirms how strong its magic is.”

      Vadoma moved her hands over the crystal ball, over and over in hopes of picking up a clearer picture of where the Cimaruta was.

      “Can you sense where in the room the Cimaruta is?” Thaddeus asked. Persy looked anxiously at Vadoma.

      Vadoma closed her eyes, scowling in deep concentration. She didn’t answer Thaddeus right away. After a few minutes, she replied. “I sense it is at the edge of the room like on a wall or shelf. The problem is the room is covered in shelves, loaded with all kinds of books, boxes and some rather disgusting specimens.” Her head spun with visions of bottled body parts, dried animals and insects and ominous-looking extracts and herbs.

      Vadoma let her hands fall to the table. She sighed. “It’s no good, I need a clearer picture.” She rubbed her eyes with her fists looking exhausted.

      “How can we do that?” asked Persy, “Once we are there, I doubt we are going to have time to snoop around. We’re going to have to go directly to the Cimaruta and get the heck out of Bodesnoir.”

      “That’s for sure,” said Thaddeus. Benson nodded.

      “I know,” said Vadoma. “There is only one thing which will penetrate the masking spell and give me a clear view of the Cimaruta.”

      “What’s that?” asked Persy. “Why aren’t you using whatever it is?”

      “My Hagstone,” replied Vadoma. “It was stolen a few years ago by a Chinese wizard; a master of sorts of the Black Arts.”

      “So what’s this Hagstone?” asked Benson. “Oy, I’ve known a few fellers whose wives could have been called that.” He smirked, waiting for a response.

      Vadoma looked at him with a slight upward turn at the side of her mouth and proceeded to tell the story.

      “A Hagstone is a stone in which nature pierced a hole through it...usually by water. They can’t be made, they are created. Mine was given to me by an old shuvani who was with our tribe for some time, when I was a small girl. It enhances my visions in the crystal ball when I look through it and into the ball. If I had it now, I’d be able to see past the masking spell enough to pick up the exact location of the Cimaruta.”

      “But how was it stolen?” asked Persy.

      “Ridiculous, really,” Vadoma started, “this wizard must have heard about the Hagstone somehow, and he Time-Linxed here with the sole intent of thieving. He probably watched me for some time because the only time it left my neck was when I bathed down stream from here. I expect he figured out where I went to bathe by watching where I took water from the river for cooking and drinking. Anyway, on this one day, after I finished, I came out of the water and the Hagstone was no where to be seen. I knew it was gone, its energy was completely absent.”

      “Do you know who he is?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Yes,” answered Vadoma. “I hunted him down by tracing the stone’s vibration in my crystal ball. He was living in 1850 BCE when Buddha was here. He’s a big follower of the Evil One, Mara, believing in self-indulgences, power, control. All the negatives of life. He’s currently in Beijing 1422. He likes the Ming era. He sees Melanthios as a prime adversary, so he’s traveling all around accumulating anything he believes will help overcome her. So, on one hand he’s doing the same as us, but for greatly different reasons.”

      “Well then, there’s no question, we are going to have to get the Hagstone back,” Thaddeus said.

      “‘Ow you fink you’re going to do that, then?” said Benson. “You fink you’re going to walk up and ask him pretty please and ‘e’s just going to pop it into your sweaty little palm? Do ya?” He rolls his ocular network upward as he muttered, “Crikey.”

      “I know, Benson,” she said aloud. “Thaddeus is not saying it’s going to be easy, but we’ve come up against a brick wall with the masking spell on the Cimaruta. Getting the Hagstone back is the only way Vadoma can help us any further.”

      Thaddeus turned to Vadoma. “Just what’s this wizard’s name?”

      Vadoma replied, “They call him Master Ling. His first name is Krak.”

      That was it for Benson, high emotions and adrenaline mixed to make him burst out in loud guffaws.

      “Krak Ling? Are you kidding me? ‘oo’s going to fear a guy with a name like Krak Ling?” he sputtered between outbursts.

      “Don’t ask me about his name, Benson,” said Vadoma “I’m not his mother. But know this. He’s VERY much a wizard to fear. Believe me, no one there makes fun of his name.”

      They sat deep in thought while Benson slowly regained his composure. Persy put her head in her hands, with her elbows on the table in an effort to ignore Benson and try to puzzle this next hurdle out.

      Deciding that a light-bulb moment was not about to occur, she looked up at Thaddeus and Vadoma and said, “Well, I think we should Linx back home and see what Mom can come up with. I’m sure there is a way to get the Hagstone back.” Her confidence brought a grin to Vadoma’s face and Thaddeus shook his head.

      “I’m glad you’re so sure, Persy,” he said. “Ok, then, let’s head back.”

      Thaddeus and Persy got up and Benson lit on her shoulder as they prepared to leave.

      “Thanks so much Vadoma, for trying to help us. We’ll return as soon as we can with the Hagstone,” said Persy.

      “You must take extreme caution, you three. Master Ling is not one to be toyed with. If he suspects for a moment that you are there to steal anything from him, he will not hesitate to use his worst black magic to stop you,” said Vadoma as she put her arms around each of the kids’ shoulders. “I’ll walk you to the Time-Linx portal and get you back to your Munz world,” she added.

      They stepped outside on the vardo’s small landing and put their shoes on. They then descended the steps and turned left to the bushes where they had been led in by Vadoma.

      “This Master Ling, does he work alone?” Persy asked as they walk along.

      “He had two sons,” replied Vadoma. “One, the oldest was killed in a war, and it’s told, was a very large, muscular type; a great warrior, highly skilled and the apple of his father’s eye. The other boy is the complete opposite. It’s said he is sickly, small in stature and an outright coward.”

      “Does he do magic?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Yes, but I don’t think he’s all that powerful,” Vadoma replied.

      They reached the edge of the Time-Linx portal and just as Persy is about to step in with Benson firmly ensconced in her pocket, she turned and asked Vadoma, “What is the younger son’s name?”

      “Sniv,” Vadoma replied with a wry grin, “Sniv Ling.”
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      Persy and Thaddeus came to a skidding halt, turned and headed out from under the falls. Robert and Angelica were there to meet them, anxious to hear about their visit with Vadoma.

      “Oy,” complained Benson, shaking his head. “Wonder if I can book off the next few of those rides. You may not know this, but I’m a little green around the gills.”

      “You’re always green around the gills, Benson. It’s your colour,” said Persy. “And you don’t HAVE gills.”

      “Well, I should have. I’m definitely greener around that area than anywhere else.”

      Angelica smiled at Benson and asked Persy, “How did it go? Was Vadoma able to help you?”

      They walked back to the house, Persy and Thaddeus explaining what they learned.

      “We now have to find this Hagstone of Vadoma’s for her to get a clear picture of where the Cimaruta is within Bodesnoir,” Thaddeus said.

      “Yeah, but the fun part is that we have to go to Beijing around 1422 to find Krak Ling, the Chinese black sorcerer who stole it,” added Persy.

      Both Robert and Angelica looked at Persy intently. Persy knew they were not keen on this new glitch. The group walked along the lane way back to the house; Benson buzzed back and forth trying to get his land wings back.

      Persy looked up at the sky, a rich dark blue, dotted with bright sparks of emerging stars. How she loved living here. And although these new adventures thrilled her inner Magical One, she knew she’d always return here. This was home.

      “Persy,” Angelica said, interrupting Persy’s reverie, “I’m going to take some time to check this Krak Ling out. I’ve heard of him in some of the older Magical texts, but we are going to need details about him, what level of black wizard is he, who he’s associated with, basically anything I can find out. You’re going to have to be well prepared and armed both intellectually and magically before you lot are ready to face this one, no question there.”

      “What can we do to help, Mrs. Pendrake?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Angelica, please,” replied Angelica. “You should attend school and keep as normal a profile as you can. If Biddy Mayfair sees you, there’ll be rumours galore and that’s exactly what we DON’T need.”

      “Who?” quizzed Thaddeus.

      “Biddy Mayfair,” said Persy, “lives a couple of doors down from us. Spends all her time snooping into other people’s business and spreading her version of it all over town. If the stories aren’t juicy enough, she embellishes, until she feels she has something really worthwhile. If she was a descendant of Pinocchio’s, her nose would stretch from here to the Florida Keys.”

      Thaddeus chuckled. Benson zoomed back onto Persy’s shoulder.

      “Blinking menace, that one,” said Benson, adding his two cents worth. “Thought I was going to hurt Persy once, when she was a mite, sitting on her blanket in the garden, and I was buzzing around her, talking to her in Silent Speak. The old bat comes flying through the hedges trying to whack me with a broom, screaming something about ‘the insect that would give the baby a disease’ or some rot. Nearly creamed me, too. Pity we dragonflies don’t sting, could have done a fine number on that hag with no regrets, I’m telling you.”

      Thaddeus and Persy burst out laughing and as they continued on to the house, Persy told Thaddeus a couple more stories about the noxious nose of Biddy Mayfair.

      Conversation returned to more serious talk over dinner.

      “Where are you going to look for information on Krak Ling, Mom?” asked Persy as they began eating.

      “Well, I don’t have much on Asian Magicals here in my own books, so I’m going to have to go to the Source--The Magical Tomes Collection outside of Rome. That place is the library of libraries. Anything ever written on magic throughout all time is there. I’ve been known to spend days in there. Fascinating place,” said Angelica.

      “It’s in Bellarya’s Rome, then. Right?” asked Persy.

      “Yes.”

      “I remember going there once with Laurel,” said Thaddeus. “We were studying some obscure spells on legal and courthouse magic to help some of the witches caught up in the Witch Hunts. It’s massive. I think we walked around for over an hour until we found exactly what Laurel was looking for.”

      Persy looked over at Thaddeus, listened to him, but obviously couldn’t follow his thoughts in any detail. She had never been to the Magical Tome Collection that she could remember.

      Angelica noticed her glazed-over look. “You were there, when you were very small, about three years old. I was doing research on reversing cloaking spells, to find people who disappeared. I took you with me, as your Dad was working and you were impossible to find a babysitter for. You kept making your stuffed animals and toys speak out loud. Darn near gave one poor lady a heart attack until I came home and did a Memory Erase on her.”

      Angelica grinned and Robert chuckled while taking a sip of tea, choking and laughing at the same time.

      “You OK, Dad?” Persy jumped up and patted his back.

      “Oh, sure,” Robert responded, patting his chin with his napkin. “I remember that, poor old dear was horrified. Thought she was really losing it—AND--babysitting the child from hell. I tell you Persy, dear, you, most definitely were an interesting kid to raise.”

      Angelica picked up her wand. “Here, dear let me help you remember the Collection.” She tapped Persy on the forehead. “Recordatio.”

      Persy’s upper eyelids immediately became leaden, falling softly on her lower ones. In her mind’s eye she perceived a misting, like morning fog, over a cool pond. Within seconds it cleared and she saw herself and her mother standing in front of a flattened part of ground on a hillside. On the hill was a circle of uniform looking rocks, each the size of soccer balls, making a ring which stretched about twenty feet across.

      Angelica pointed her wand at the centre of the ring. “Ingressum!”

      The ground they were standing on shook, as the centre of the ring dropped away, revealing a wide, downward spiralling staircase. The walls along the stairs were embedded with white and light blue crystals giving enough light for them to negotiate the descent.

      There were three full spirals to climb down before they came to a wide landing, leading to a bright corridor, at the end of which were two very tall, heavy wooden doors. Along the walls of the hallway, were glass covered bookcases depicting sections of the Collection. Angelica read the plaques above each case.

      “There’s Italian Magic, Celtic Magic, Druid, Fairy, Ancient Egyptian, Gypsy-Rom, Voodoo, Kabbalah, Shamanism, The Tarot, Necromancy, Astrologic, Sumerian, Babylonian and even Atlantean--just to name some of the subjects you would be able to learn because of this prestigious Collection.”

      Three year old Persy was wide eyed studying in all the books and artifacts associated with each Magical pathway.

      They walked to the end of the corridor to the front of the wooden door, where they were met by a wizard in flowing deep purple and black robes. His shoulder length white hair blended perfectly with his equal length beard giving the effect that his twinkling green eyes and nose are peering out from a silvery-white balaclava. His mouth was only visible when he spoke.

      “Good day ladies,” he said “Just step up here please.”

      When Angelica and Persy stepped up in front of him, he produced a wand that was made of clear quartz crystal, not wood. He proceeded to run the wand up and down Persy and Angelica’s bodies, about four inches away. It hummed gently throughout this check.

      “Ah!” he declared, “Angelica Pendrake and her lovely daughter, Persephane, both First Order Magicals. Welcome. Welcome.” With that, he turned around and pointed at the doors with his quartz wand...calling “Ingressum” and the doors slowly creaked open.

      “Thank you, Nestor,” said Angelica. She took Persy by the hand and walked into the Collection.

      “My pleasure, dear lady,” Nestor replied. He turned back to sit at a small desk which was hidden behind his robes when he stood before it. Nestor resumed reading a very large black book.

      On crossing into the Collection, Angelica and Persy came to a large, twenty by twenty foot directional map embedded into the floor. On three sides of the map, not connected to the main doors, were hallways stretching out in all directions, similar to the spokes of a wheel. Each hallway’s floor had a single row of coloured mosaics, each row a different colour from those in the other hallways, leading back to the central map. At the end of each coloured row on the map was a list of the subjects to be found in the hallway it corresponded to. The map was made of gold and silver mosaic background with the coloured mosaic lines coming in from the hallways. In its very centre there was a large square, about six feet by six feet, where all the subjects were listed in alphabetical order with a single coloured mosaic tile beside it, indicating which coloured hallway to follow for that information.

      Angelica knew the information she needed was Druid. She found that subject in the listings in the centre and saw that she needed to follow the purple pathway to find everything Druid. She took Persy’s hand and proceeded down the appropriate hallway.

      Slowly Persy’s vision cleared and she returned to the present, her family and Thaddeus.

      She blinked several times and said, “Wow! Now I remember the Magical Tome Collection. What a place. Thanks, Mom.”

      “No problem,” replied Angelica. “I think you’ll find that you’ll be using the Collection more and more. The Time-Linx portal brings you right in front of the rock circle where the stairs start.”

      They finished dinner and Persy took Thaddeus up to the guest room where he was staying.

      On the way up Thaddeus said to her, “Going to be fun spending a few days in your school. Although I’ve Time-Linxed a lot through these decades it’ll be cool to do the day-to-day thing.”

      “Well, you’re bound to find some of the subjects completely useless to you, but it’ll keep things looking normal, and give you something to fill in the time until we go after Krak Ling. At the very least, it should be entertaining for you.”

      They walked together into the guest room. Thaddeus flopped on the bed and Persy sprawled over a deep, comfortable tub chair.

      “What school do you go to? Do we have to take a bus?”

      “It’s called Mannington Public School. I’m in the last year, Grade 8, and we walk, just a few blocks from here,”

      “Do Rix and the Downing brothers go there as well? Oh yeah, and Morton and the boys?”

      Persy had taken her wand out and was idly twirling it through the fingers on her left hand.

      “Yup...the whole enchilada.” Persy flipped her wand around, and grabbed its handle end, pointing the tip at a spider she spotted crawling up the wall behind Thaddeus. She twitched the end up and down and the spider began bouncing up and down the wall. Sparkles spurted between Persy and the spider.

      “Knock it off!” screeched the spider. “Can’t you see I’m busy?” she added, most disgruntled.

      Thaddeus turned around to see where the voice was coming from, even though he could only hear it in his head. His mouth broke into a slow grin as he realized what Persy was doing.

      “Ya think I’ve got nothing better to do than provide the entertainment around here?” hissed the spider.

      “Sorry,” said Persy. “I was just messing around.”

      “Yeah?” the spider retorted. “Well, would you mind finding someone or something else to amuse yourself with? You’ve cost me that sumptuous fly I was stalking. That’s dinner flown off! Rats! I hate fast food.”

      She turned and started climbing back up the wall. When she reached the moulding at the ceiling, she disappeared through a gap between it and the wall.

      “Oops,” said Persy. “I didn’t mean to tick her off” she grinned.

      “Yeah, thanks. I have to sleep in here. She’ll probably come out tonight and bite me on the butt as I sleep,” Thaddeus remarked with a slightly worried look on his face.

      Out of the blue, from corner of her eye, Persy saw sparkles flutter down from the ceiling, next to where the spider just disappeared.

      “Not sure why I should even tell you two this, considering how rude you’ve been, but the other day, while I was crawling along the garden fence, I overheard a VERY interesting conversation...well, mutterings actually.

      That man next door, Mr. Hornby is it? He was kneeling down at the edge of the back of his garden, digging behind some peonies with a small trowel. He was saying something about ‘She’s so young, far too young.’ And then he moved a bunch of dirt aside and brought out this metal box; not very high...just a few inches and maybe a foot by a foot, wide and long. He took something from his shirt pocket, a note or photo...I couldn’t really see. He opened the box, put it in, closed it and buried it back behind the same bush. Thought you’d want to know,” The spider finished and withdrew back into her crevice.

      Benson, who arrived in time to hear the end of this conversation quips “Arachnids! Always thinking they’re better than any other crawler. Eight legged know-it-alls.” he grumbled.

      He landed on the back of Persy’s chair as she glanced over at Thaddeus.

      “He’s got some kind of agenda, that one, Persy. I’ve no idea what, but he’s not just an old gardener.”

      “Yeah, I’m seeing that more and more.” She fell silent. They sat there, lost in their own thoughts until Persy got up.

      “I’m going to bed, back to schedule tomorrow. See you in the a.m., Thaddeus.” She walked out and down the hall to her room with Benson perched on her shoulder.

      “‘Night,” Thaddeus called, and closed the door behind her.

      As Persy snuggled into her down comforter and batted her pillow into shape, she began thinking about everything that was going on. Mr. Hornby and his strange behaviour, Vadoma, and how they would do when meeting up with Krak Ling. And of course, Melanthios and what they’d be facing when they returned to Bodesnoir. Her brain was whirling, spinning when suddenly her body calmed and somehow turned off the kaleidoscope. The last thing Persy remembered is sensing herself drift off. At least for a while.

      There was a large mirror, edged beautifully with silver filigreed patterns mounted on a stone wall. To the left of the mirror, she could see a table with a vase of yellow blooms. It was above the flowers, on the wall, where her horrified attention focused. Slowly, as if being drawn by an invisible hand holding an art brush, words appeared, ”P...you are mine...” and they stopped when Persy bolted upright in her bed, her heart racing and a slight sweat was forming on her forehead.

      She looked at her bedside clock and saw it was just minutes before the alarm would ring. Persy turned the alarm off and sat at the edge of her bed for a few calming moments. What did it mean, ‘You are mine’?

      She got up and showered before anyone else needed the bathroom, still puzzling out the dream.

      Thaddeus came into her room when they were both ready and Persy told him about the dream.

      “I dunno, Persy,” he said, mulling what she had told him. “You have to take it as a warning, but of what exactly? Sounds like she’s focusing on you. Which I suppose makes sense, but it’s not clear. Maybe your Mom can shed some light on it.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      When Thaddeus and Persy came down for breakfast, Robert did a double take at Persephane.

      “Good grief, Persy....you have legs.”

      “Very funny, Dad.” Indeed, Persy was wearing a dress and not her usual jeans and t-shirt.

      She decided to go for something different to wear and came across this dress, a hand-me-down from one of Robert’s cousin’s daughters. It was more like a pinafore, black with a fine grey pinstripe in it.  Persy selected a white cotton long-sleeve shirt to wear under it. Black knee-socks and pewter ballet flats finished her new look. The appeal for the dress came from the fact it provoked memories of the clothes she wore in 1669. She liked it.

      Persy had also brushed her dark mane back and held it with a silver claw.

      “You look lovely, darling,” said Angelica, putting bowls, plates and silverware out for Persy and Thaddeus. “Here, Thaddeus, I’ve picked up a more male looking backpack for you. Persy’s old one is not going to cut it.”

      “Oh, thanks so much.” Thaddeus picked up the pack and put in the few notebooks, pens and pencils Persy had given him. Angelica then added his lunch and put Persy’s in her pack.

      Robert started to go out the door. He’s still grinning. “See you all tonight.”

      They said good-bye to Robert, and then Angelica turned to the kids. “I’m spending the day at the Collection. Put your dishes in the dishwasher and I too, will see you characters later.” She left them to finish up and get off to school.

      On their way to school, Thaddeus turned to Persy, “Perse, you didn’t mention your dream to your Mom. Why?”

      “It would only worry her. Could be I’m just seeing my fears in a dream...I dunno. Let’s just figure out Krak Ling and get the Hagstone back. If this thing on the wall is really going on, we’ll see it again.”

      “Ok, but I still think Angelica should know.”

      Benson was flying up amongst the trees and over the hedges around the school as they entered Mannington’s yard some twenty minutes later. Rix ran up to them, followed closely by the Downing brothers. The whole schoolyard’s attention seemed to be diverted to them...new kids have that effect.

      “Hey, Persy...cool look,” said Rix.

      “Yeah, knees and everything,” grinned Zach.

      “Man, you sound just like my Dad.” Persy laughed

      From behind Persy and the gang someone screeched.

      “Oh – my – Gawd! I am not believing this!”

      Persy’s group turned to the noise. There was Britney Windsor, Queen Bee of the popular girls, pointing at Persy.

      “I have SO got to get a pic of this!” Britney reached into the bag hanging from her shoulder and withdrew her iPhone. She clicked a shot of Persy in less than five seconds. The two girls with her, Britney’s nefarious sidekicks, Claudia Morgan and Stephanie Binghamton cackled along with her.

      Various pockets of laughter broke out around the schoolyard.  Most sought to have Britney embrace them as supporters, none of whom stand a chance.

      Persy, Rix and Thaddeus were scowling and if looks could kill, people would be running off to make Britney’s funeral arrangements. Simon yelled out, “Britney, you cow. Piss off.”

      “Eeewww, Simon, aren’t we the tough one,” Britney slung back, laughing right in his face as she walked over to blatantly show the photo to them. “What happened Persy...the fashion fairy throw up in your closet? Oh, I am so putting this on my Facebook tonight...Whoo-Hoo! And Instagram. Too rich.” Britney and her two admiring gal pals walked away to the main doors of the school.

      Thaddeus grabbed Persy by her upper arm, turned her to face the school wall where they could speak in Silent Speak, and no one would see the sparkles.

      “Easy, Persy, she’s not worth it. Keep calm. I know you must feel like murdering her. She’s just a cat, ignore her,” he projected to her.

      “Oh, you have NO idea. That piranha has been asking for it forever. She thinks she’s so hot. She’s just incredibly mean to everyone. I can’t believe so many people think she’s cool. Why don’t they wake up? And...‘Fashion Fairy’? Boy I know a few fairies who’d love to take a round out of her.” If she could only show them what she could do. No one could compete with that. She’d be the most popular girl on the planet!

      Rix walked over to join them. “Ignore her, Persy, she’s such a witch. Evil, malicious hag.”

      Thaddeus and Persy looked at each other and burst out laughing.

      “Well, that’s a quick change of attitude. Two seconds ago you looked like you were ready to kill someone,” Rix said in surprise.

      “Ah, well, I guess it’s all a matter of perspective,” giggled Persy. “C’mon you guys, let’s go in.”

      Rix looked at both of them, now totally puzzled. “Ok,” she said following Thaddeus and Persy. “Just as long as you’re good. Man, you get over stuff fast. Amazing, you are Persy.”

      “Oh, you have no idea,” Persy replied, grinning at Thaddeus.

      Persy took Thaddeus down to the main office to let them know who he was and that he’ll be spending some time at school with her. Angelica already had called in to give them details, but she asked Persy to take him in to meet the Principal and some of the office staff.

      She introduced Thaddeus to principal Hemmings, “This is my cousin, Thaddeus Twynam from England.”

      “Welcome, Thaddeus,” said Mr. Hemmings, extending his left hand.

      Thaddeus shook hands. “Thanks, looking forward to being here for a spell.” Persy quickly glanced at Thaddeus wondering just what kind of ‘spell’ he was meaning. Thaddeus kept a straight face and continued.  “I love Muskoka; wish I could visit more often.” He smiled sweetly and didn’t dare look at Persy. Knew he’d lose it.

      “Great,” the principal continued, “Just follow Persephane around to her classes and enjoy.”

      “Right. I will, thanks,” Thaddeus and Persy left the office and headed down the hallway to her first and favourite class, Science.

      Persy took Thaddeus up to the teacher, Ms. Romford, who of course did the ‘teacher’ thing and introduced him to the class.

      “Class,” she called out, “we have a visitor from England. Persy’s cousin Thaddeus. Please welcome him and make sure to say hello when you have a chance.” She smiled down at Persy and Thaddeus (who turned a lovely shade of crimson) and they proceeded to find seats at the back of the room.

      “Cripes,” said Persy. “Feels like I’m back in kindergarten and doing Show and Tell. Teachers always have to make such a big deal over new kids. Enough to keep anyone ever starting school.”

      Thaddeus shrugged his shoulders. “No big deal, it’s over now.”

      “Oh, sure. I can tell how it didn’t bother you by your great imitation of a STOP sign.”

      Thaddeus elbowed her to shut up.

      Benson flew in through the open window and glided smoothly onto Persy’s desk, along side her text book. “Ok. I’m bushed. Lovely fly feed out there. Nap time.” And he crawled deeper into the desk to get out of the light.

      “Must be nice,” mumbled Persy.

      Thaddeus meanwhile was looking around the class, amused at all the furtive looks he’s getting. Then he spotted her. Britney.

      Hey, he didn’t live here, now, did he?

      He sat pensively, quietly looking around the classroom. Now, surely in a science class he could find something useful. Let’s see...

      “Ah,” he concluded, allowing a wry grin to appear. “Just what the wizard ordered.”

      Thaddeus noted that the class had done a study on local snakes. There, in a terrarium, curled up in the sunlight was the most darling garter snake. Thaddeus was sure it would love to get out and have a little fun. The snake’s home was on a counter which ran the whole side of the classroom and well, looky there, Britney’s desk was right beside the counter. How convenient.

      Thaddeus surreptitiously slid his wand out of his backpack, covered it with his forearm and hand, allowing the smallest part of the tip to show through his index and second fingers of his right hand. Pointing at the snake he whispered “Escendorum” and the snake slowly rose from the bottom of the terrarium, cleared the side and floated along the counter as Thaddeus guided it.

      Britney was busy chatting with Stephanie, snickering and glancing at Persy, who was purposely ignoring them and anything to do with that side of the room. Britney was wearing a bejewelled tank top, short stylish skirt and knee boots. Couldn’t be better Thaddeus mused.

      She threw her head back, laughing in an over-dramatic way at something Stephanie said. Thaddeus seized his opportunity. He had to be quick as a few kids had spotted the snake and were about to say something. He called “Vergrando” followed by “Descendorum”, flicked his wand and ultimately the enlarged snake slid down the front of Britney’s top.

      “Arrrggghhh!” Britney jumped up, knocking over her chair, her books and the books and notepads of the people beside and behind her. A great clatter caused everyone to look in her direction, as the poor befuddled snake poked its unsuspecting head out from her waistband.

      “Get it off me! Get it off me!” she screamed and jumped up and down as if someone lit her shoes on fire.

      Mark, a boy who Britney never deemed worthy to speak to before this day, turned around, and grabbed the snake behind its jaws and carried it back to its home.

      “Dang, I don’t remember this snake being this big,” he muttered, as he put the innocent reptile back into the terrarium.

      Britney leaned on the side of her desk, supporting herself with one hand while the other laid over her heart, breathing in short spurts.

      Of course, by this time the class was in a complete uproar, laughing, pointing and making some rather unkind ‘Medusa’ jokes.

      Thaddeus, however, very quickly stowed his wand and was calmly leafing through the science textbook, apparently totally disinterested in the shenanigans going on at the other side of the room.

      Persy gave him a very knowing look, while Benson staggered out of Persy’s desk speaking in Silent Speak.

      “Oy, what’s all the racket? How’s a guy supposed to catch a few ‘Z’s’ wif all these goings-on?” he complained.

      “Um,” grunted Persy. “I believe my English relative has just given the snooty Ms. Britney a lesson in humility.” Persy and Thaddeus chuckled.

      While a frustrated and frazzled Ms. Romford tried to regain control of the class, Benson snorted and returned to the back of the desk to continue his nap.

      Something that stood out to Thaddeus was how Persy seemed to have all of the answers to any science question. Astounding, really.

      The rest of the school day was relatively uneventful, although Britney was constantly taking sideways glances at Persy and Thaddeus. She knew something was up, just could’t piece it together.

      They walked home slowly, Rix going on about the snake. “That was SO perfect. Of all people for the snake to pick. I couldn’t have arranged it better myself.” she grinned broadly.

      Persy and Thaddeus listened, nodding smugly. Yes, I must say, I’m rather proud of that move, Thaddeus transmitted to Persy.

      When Rix left them, Thaddeus turned to Persy, “Do you find some of the kids at your school particularly mean? Seems to be so many groups, putting a lot effort into make the lives of certain kids a complete hell. I know from Linxing through time, it’s pretty common to find bullies and victims. Why IS that?”

      “I know exactly what you mean. You’ve got the popular kids, the geeks or brainers…ie me,” she grinned. “Losers, winners, sports jocks, bullies and wimps...you name it, you’ll find it. Makes my blood boil. They’re like packs of wolves, always one alpha kid in the pack.

      What gets me is where do these ‘top-dogs’ get off deciding they are better than anyone else in the first place. And don’t the other kids realize that if they just do NOT give these people the attention they are demanding that the whole hierarchy will fall apart? These jerks can’t be that popular if no one follows them, right?”

      “Boy, Persy, I seem to have hit a nerve,” Thaddeus said with a slight smile.

      Persy smiled back, “Yeah, you did. Most kids in this area come from families who can’t afford all the luxuries, so people like Britney can prey on them at will. Her parents are both lawyers, so she gets whatever the going trend demands. Then she wastes no time in flaunting it to whoever will listen. I could kiss you for pitching that snake down her designer tank top. Brilliant move.”

      “Why do you call yourself a geek?”

      “Oh, I have a passion to know how everything works. Not just that it does, but how. The chemistry or pathway of getting from point A to point B. As a result, I know a lot of stuff, in science and nature anyway. People often don’t like it. Don’t like that I usually have answers others don’t. I get teased or put down for it.”

      “Weird. People should be glad you’re a fount of info.”

      “Nope. Not how it works, unfortunately. But I’m used to it. I ignore them for the most part.”

      They chatted and giggled the rest of the way home; sharing stories of people like Britney they had both known.

      Angelica was home and sitting in the kitchen when Persy and Thaddeus went in for some juice. She looked really tired and Persy said so.

      “Yeah, I know, my eyes feel like they are going to fall out of my head. Reading the old tomes is hard. Many are handwritten so you really have to strain to figure them out,” she sighed.

      Thaddeus and Persy sat on either side of her.

      “So Mom, what did you find out about Krak Ling?” asked Persy.

      “Oh, well, there’s a lot of information, but it’s all over the map. He’s been written up in many books on evil and black magic. I need to spend another day sorting it all out; separating rumour from fact. By tomorrow night I think we’ll have what we need. But I’ll tell you this now, Persy. You and Thaddeus are going to have to be very well prepared. This Krak Ling is one nasty piece of work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Krak Ling In The Ming

          

        

      

    

    
      “ ‘anging about the house t’day, Perse,” announced Benson as she and Thaddeus were getting ready to leave for school. “Bright, sunny day like this, going to chase me flies and snooze in the garden. Cheers!” Benson buzzed off into the back yard.

      “Not much to entertain Benson at school,” Persy told Thaddeus. “He usually waits for me outside the school or hangs around here with Mom. On a day like this, he particularly likes staying in the garden.”

      Thaddeus and Persy walked down the front path and turned right toward her school. Ol’ Biddy Mayfair stood at the end of her front walk, watching them closely, sizing up Thaddeus.

      “I should throw my arm around you and give you a big smacker,” laughed Thaddeus. “That’d give her something to chew on for a month.”

      They bursted into laughter just as they passed her gate. Biddy scowled, then turned on her heels and walked back up to her porch and in the front door.

      Persy and Thaddeus were still sniggering as they turned the corner to head toward Mannington.

      Britney, Claudia and Stephanie were hanging by the front gate when Persy and Thaddeus arrived. As Persy and Thaddeus walked past them, they exchanged icy glares that could have frozen a small lake over.

      They walked over to where Zach and Rix were talking and shared greetings. Zach remarked, “I see the Ice Queen and her court are guarding the front gates.”

      “Yeah,” said Thaddeus. “You’d think they’d give it a rest. I mean what’s a little snake between enemies.” They laughed.

      Persy could almost feel the holes burning through the back of her head, knowing Britney was staring at her, and feeling that their laughter is probably directed at her.

      “Yeah, the way I see Britney, is like a Wedding Cake, sugar white and over-rated.” claimed Zach.

      Thaddeus loved this and laughed loudest of all. “Where did you get that?” he asked Zach.

      “Song lyrics from ‘Stances’ by a really hot band, Closethuman, and my fave...good, eh? Britney or what?” chuckled Zach.

      “Oh, yeah,” said Thaddeus, exchanging a high-five with Zach.

      Surprisingly, the school day went much as any other. Persy and Thaddeus shared a few sly smiles in history class when the teacher went through some of the history of Great Britain and briefly discussed the Witch Trials. The teacher commented on how insane these were; because, of course, there’s no such thing as witches.

      On their way home, they were just coming up to Mr. Hornby’s house when Persy spotted Gruesome trotting down the front walkway. Persy checked out the street around them before speaking, making sure no one would see the sparkles.

      “Hey, Grues. Wha’cha up to?” The sparkles went flying down in a small cascade between them.

      “Well, I was out the back garden, snuffling around to see if I can find an odd bone I may have forgotten about and I see your Mom stumble out to your back porch with a stack of colossal, really old looking books. Wouldn’t have noticed, but my master stood behind a bush in our yard, watching her for ages, obviously not wanting to be seen. Your Mom taking some courses or something? She’s been out there for a while. Seems totally absorbed in them.” Gruesome grunted this all out rather quickly, and now seemed quite out of breath.

      “Um, ah....Mom’s looking up some stuff for Thaddeus and me, for a school project. I expect she’s brought the reference books home for us to go through.”

      Thaddeus wanted to reply “Nice” to her in Silent Speak, but knew Gruesome would pick it up too.

      “Her-rumph,” snorted Gruesome turning around and starting to walk back to his front porch. “Not interesting at all,” he complained. “Still, don’t know why my master was so intrigued if she’s just helping with a kid’s school project.” He continued muttering until he reached the step where he plopped down and closed his eyes.

      Persy and Thaddeus rushed into the front yard and in the door.

      “Now that’s weird,” Thaddeus puzzled. “What’s with your neighbour?”

      “Beats me,” Persy shrugged. “Let’s find Mom and see what she has.”

      They walked through the house to the back porch, where they found Angelica.

      “Hey Mom,” said Persy looking around at the stacks of very old books.

      “Hi Angelica,” Thaddeus joined in. “Wow, Looks like you’ve cleaned the Collection out,” he grinned.

      “Well, the more I dug into Krak Ling’s past the more complex his path was. I’ll tell you this, there’s not much he hasn’t touched on in the Asian Magic scene, at least in the evil side of it. You two sit down and browse through the books, I’m going to make some tea and then give you what I’ve got from the beginning.”  She went into the kitchen.

      Persy and Thaddeus could hear her rattling around inside while they thumbed through a few books.

      “Hey Persy, listen up,” said Thaddeus emphatically. He began to read, “‘Krak Ling is one of the most dangerous evil sorcerers known throughout all ages. His name emerges aligned with the darkest of names such as Mara the Evil One, The Guei, The East and West Factories controlled by the Eunuchs, who were largely responsible for taking down the Ming Dynasty, Morgan le Fay, Black Annis, Skadi and the blackest members of the Chinese Triads.’ Geez, this guy is no boy scout. This book is ‘The Quintessential Guide to Leaders in the Black Arts’. He looks even scarier than Melanthios.” He finished and showed Persy a painting of Krak Ling.

      “Yeah, in this one ‘Asian Black Magic Through Time’ it makes comments on his love of Time-Linxing to study everything he can on Black Magic. Seems his big goal is the “Potion of Eternal Life”. He’s seeking immortality. And in this chapter,” Persy said, flipping the pages over, “he’s said to have a monumental hate of Melanthios. Which figures, I guess; she has to be his number one competitor.”

      Angelica returned with a tray loaded with tea, mugs and sandwiches. She placed it on the little patio table and served it to Persy and Thaddeus. When they settled back into their chairs, tea and sandwiches in hand, she spoke.

      “Ok, let me try to give you Krak Ling’s history in a timeline; as much as I have found out to date. Then we can flip through these books to try to fill in any blanks we think are missing.”

      The kids nodded, their attention one hundred percent on Angelica and her every word.

      “As both of you probably know, in Asia, Buddhism, Taoism and the works of Confucius co-exist fairly well. Krak Ling, it seems extracted most of his beliefs and practices from the darkest parts of Buddhism and Taoism. While a very young man, he Time-Linxed back to the time of Buddha, most say around the 17th century BCE and aligned himself with Mara the Evil One, somewhere around Katmandu. Mara personifies evil in Buddhism, representing temptation, sin and death. Mara tried to tempt Buddha with his own three beautiful daughters. He lost that battle, and he raged on to bring destruction to all Munz. Krak Ling was attracted to Mara like a moth to flame, but it certainly didn’t end there.

      He, for the most part chooses to live in Beijing in 1442 now. In that time, the Ming Dynasty was at its peak. It was a good lifestyle for the wealthy and Krak Ling loves the finer things of life. The Ming Dynasty was the last dynasty ruled by the Han Chinese or truly ethnic Chinese, true descendants of the Dragon, the number one creature of the Chinese. His cover was as a wealthy Taoist priest, living in a very regal house inside the Forbidden City...an area walled off from the rest of Beijing and houses the homes of the upper class including the Imperial Palace. He was actually a Tao sorcerer and the fact that there is magic associated with Taoism is a very, very big secret.

      In Great Britain, alchemy focuses on the turning of ordinary metals to gold. But in the East, the prime interest in alchemy is immortality. Krak has learned this well and it’s his optimal goal to find the Potion of Eternal Life. He not only wants great power, but to be around forever to wield it. So not unlike Melanthios, he wants to be top dog. Herein lies his hate for her. What he doesn’t have is the Book of Black Dominance, outlining the Nine Magical Objects to becoming the All Powerful One. Whether he knows about it or not at this time, I don’t know, but somehow I feel he’ll be on that track soon.

      It’s said in one of the Tomes, that he has a connection with Emperor Han Wudi, who at the end of the first century CE, became obsessed with witchcraft and also sought out the Potion of Eternal Life. This all smells of Krak Ling.

      He’s most certainly a ring leader for the Eunuchs and aided their political overthrow of Imperial rule but I think the crux of his strength and army, are the Guei.”

      “What are they?” Persy and Thaddeus chorused.

      “To explain fully, I should give you an overview on Chinese spiritual beliefs. You see, they feel that it’s the responsibility of those left in this world to look after the ancestors, to make sure that in the next world they do not go thirsty, hungry or without clothing. That gives the ancestors the best chance to rest in a good place and be able to experience re-birth to go on with their spiritual quests. These end up being good spirits who can reward the living family with bountiful crops, health, prosperity, etc.

      On the other hand there are the Guei, and there are two kinds of these spirits. One are those who have no family to leave offerings on their behalf, such as beggars, bandits, widows, spinsters and so do not progress to heaven and in fact live in hell. There are nine levels to hell, the deepest being the worst. In the lowest one, not only are spirits, hungry, thirsty, desolate, lonely, bitter, but some can even have their bodies nailed by multiple spikes to the floor.

      The second type of Guei is those who have suffered an unnatural death, such as murder or who have acted badly in their life. Krak Ling makes this much worse in that he has his slaves run around and take as many of the offerings they can from where living relatives have left them, resulting in even more spirits going hungry or thirsty and adding to the number of Guei.

      Guei are very angry, vengeful spirits, looking to cause havoc in this world. Right up Krak Ling’s alley. He gives them enough offerings to keep them from becoming complete maniacs, but then feeds their souls with tales of how this world has shunned them and must be punished. He has set himself up as their saviour and somehow they buy it.

      Now, what is important to us is that each year there is a time in the seventh lunar month, which of course is August by our calendar, when there is a cosmic rupture and humans and spirits of the underworld can communicate. It’s called the ‘Ghost Festival’, on August 15th of each year. I’m going to Time-Linx you two to about three or four days before the festival in 1442. You’re going to need allies in that world and by giving offerings to some of the Guei, I believe you can put yourself in good favour with a few.

      But we need to do some work on preparations of protection spells, and even attacking curses if need be to save yourselves.”

      “But why did Krak Ling take the Hagstone, do you think Mom?” Persy asked.

      “He’s after the Potion of Eternal Life. It’s thought to be in the possession of either Alchemists or Kabalists. Either way, I believe he’s going to track it again, but now can use the Hagstone to look through any protection or masking spells that are probably going to be around it. Therefore, when you find him and it, I’m sure you’ll discover it’s heavily guarded. So I must prepare you with everything I can think of,” Angelica answered.

      Benson flew up at the end of this and sat on the tea tray.

      “Um, Earth to Persy. Don’t worry, love. I’ll be wif ya. I can zip around and find that ‘agstone for ya...no problem wif that, to be sure.”

      Thaddeus smiled. “Oh, we’re counting on you Benson, our great green conquering hero.”

      Benson, miffed, took off, to sit in the sun on a rose. “Never mind, you’d miss me if I was gone. You can be as cheeky as you like.”

      After dinner, Robert offered to clean up as Angelica, Persy, Thaddeus, and Benson headed up to Angelica’s attic room.

      “I’ve outlined a few really good protection spells, so let’s practice them together, you two.” She looked at Persy and Thaddeus. “The combination of both your powers, casting the same spell at the same time will multiply its strength, more than just by a factor of two.”

      For the next four hours they practiced vanishing spells, protection spells which would bounce others’ magic off them; an icing spell which turned the target into a block of ice that took hours to thaw, and even a death spell which was only to be used as a last resort as an aura of black energy stayed with the caster forever.

      “You must remember, Krak and his like will not be worried about using death spells. They’re at a point that they don’t even notice the resultant black aura, it just blends with their own, but it will be very different for you two, so it’s a last ditch effort--ever.” Angelica emphasized.

      The spell they practiced the most was the vanishing one. Rather quickly, Persy and Thaddeus could say ‘Vanquesta!’ right on cue together, and with a slight blurring, became completely invisible.  Their energetic fields became almost non-existent.

      “Very, very well done! Both of you. It’s a great thing that you are both such quick studies, you’ll be ready in no time to retrieve the Hagstone,” Angelica smiled proudly.

      “And the extra benefit is that when seeing you two, he’s not going to expect you to be very effective, so he’ll only use magic that’s pretty benign, saving his own energy.”

      “Benign? What’s that?” Thaddeus asked.

      “It’s what you are after you be eight!...Happy Birfday.” Benson snapped back. He had been sitting on one of the large books on Angelica’s shelves and took off doing loop-de-loops in the air, chortling at his own joke.

      “Ok, he’s fried...too tired,” grinned Persy in spite of herself.  “Time for sleep.”

      “Yes,” said Angelica, “I agree. I think we’ll practice in the morning and then you may be ready to go to Beijing by the afternoon.”

      Thaddeus stopped smiling at Benson and began to look quite worried. “You really think we’re ready, Angelica?”

      “Absolutely. You’re both very powerful, more than I think you realize. The spells and curses I’ve shown you will get you in and out of Krak Ling’s era. The Hagstone’s location is probably no secret, but will be well guarded. A few befriended Guei will help you find it quickly. It’s the taking that’s going to be tricky, but I’m confident that you can manage it,” she assured them.

      They headed out down the stairs, Angelica going all the way down to the living room to talk to Robert, Persy and Thaddeus staying on the second floor, each heading for their own room. Benson buzzed by into Persy’s room and perched on the top of the drapes.

      Persy and Thaddeus stopped in the landing between their rooms and are again reciting a few spells when they heard a ‘tap-tap-tap’ on the window in Persy’s room. Both headed in to see what was going on.

      On the outside were the faces of Delecta and Randy, dripping wet. Persy ran over to the window and pushed the lower part up.

      “Hey, you guys. What are you doing here?”

      “What? Not welcome?” said a rather soggy Randy.

      “No, not at all,” said Thaddeus, helping Delecta into the room. “Just totally shocked, that’s all.”

      “Is it raining out?” asked Persy. “Why are you two so wet?”

      “Oh, you might want to ask the Brainiac that one,” laughed Delecta, shivering as she stood there. Persy waved her wand quickly at both of them, “Evaporus” and the water disappeared off them, making a small cloud which sailed out the window.

      “Yeah, well,” started Randy, blushing a little, (something rarely seen on a satyr). “I was kind of excited to get here and see you two to give you what we’ve brought, so I grabbed Delecta’s hand and came tearing out of the cave and...um...well...heard the waterfalls, you see...but ..well, didn’t realize it was right there, did I? And so...”

      “SO!” continued Delecta, “so gives us both an un-called-for shower. Numbskull.”

      They’re laughing, particularly, as thanks to Persy, the visitors were dry and comfy.

      “It’s great to see you,” said Persy. “Is the visit for something special or just a fun drop-in?”

      “Oh, it’s special, all right,” replied Randy turning to Delecta. “You tell them.”

      “We asked Laurel how things were going for you in this world and time and she’s been in touch with your Mom. We know about Krak Ling. We were unfortunate enough to cross his path ages ago. It was a request by one of the Empresses for help to get rid of a favourite mistress of the Emperor. Later Ming Dynasty, but it didn’t take us long to figure out how black and evil this Krak Ling dude was. We cleared out as soon as we had done her the favour. So when we heard you were going up against him, we brought you this.” Delecta reached into her pocket and brought out a silken white cloth. She held it in her palm and with her other hand folded the slippery fabric back. It was the most gorgeous purple Magical Crystal Seed, Persy could remember seeing, even in the Cave.

      “Oh, wow!” gasped Thaddeus, his eyes bulging.

      “Delecta.” said Persy. “It’s wonderful.”

      “It’s for you guys,” continued Randy. “As you know, the purple ones are for magical enhancement. It magnifies any magic you use, one hundredfold. Take it as our gift and blessing for a successful journey.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Persy stammered. “This is GREAT.”

      “Yeah, you have no idea how much better this crystal makes me feel about our little adventure,” Thaddeus said.

      “Our pleasure,” replied Delecta with Randy nodding at her side.

      They sat and talked for a while about things back in Laurel’s meadow and Rose Arbour. “Zeemeld still talks about you, Persy. She asks constantly when we think you’ll be back to spend some real time with her,” Delecta reported.

      “Yeah, I really want to do that. Hopefully when we finally retrieve the Cimaruta, I can come back and just visit all of you, without the heat on.”

      “That’d be great, Persy,” added Thaddeus. “We could study with Laurel and be-bop through the Time-Linx. What a blast.”

      “That Wolf Kerdling is up to no good again, Thaddeus,” said Randy. “Fawna was telling us how he’s driving Laurel mad, tormenting animals in the meadow, killing flowers and herbs by practicing blasting spells on them. A right nuisance. I sure wish Willow will turn him into a gargoyle or something.”

      “He was never around much when I was at Laurel’s, but then we had a big blow up a few years back, and I froze his powers for a time,” laughed Thaddeus. “He didn’t like that much. He’s gone out of his way to avoid me since then.”

      “Well, all the more reason to get this quest of yours done and have you back home, Thaddeus.” Delecta walked to the window. “C’mon, Randy my dear, we can Tunnel back to the portal and let these two get some sleep.” She turned and held out her hand for Randy to take. They said good-bye and Randy hung onto Delecta. Together they chanted “Eogorum!” and they were gone in a blink.

      “Well, that was unexpected,” said Thaddeus.

      “Yeah, but a bonus,” agreed Persy, looking down at the purple Crystal Seed. “This is SO going to give us the upper hand. They couldn’t have brought us a better gift. What a pair.” Persy folded it back into its protective cloth and put it in the pocket of her traveling dress. Her 1669 special model.

      “Ok, I’m toast,” yawned Thaddeus, walking out of Persy’s room. “See you in the morning.”

      “Night,” Persy returned.

      The next day started early, with Angelica calling them at 6:00 am. After eating and dressing, practice resumed in earnest. Spell after spell was perfected, the timing of each incantation practiced to precision.

      Angelica made both of them, small elder pentagrams and triangles to wear in their clothing, and to hang on silver chains around their necks. She had also done herbal sachets of rosemary, rue, dried elderberries, lavender and hyssop.

      Satisfied all was in order, she and Robert (who stayed home all day from the Museum, knowing they would be leaving) walked them to the portal.

      “Remember, Persy, I can hear you through the Time-Linx if you call in Silent Speak. Ideally this is your quest, but I can get involved if your life is in danger. Don’t hesitate to call,” Angelica said.

      “I know, Mom and don’t worry, I will if I have to, but I think we can do this. Delecta and Randy gave us that last bit of confidence with the purple Crystal Seed. We’ll be fine, really.” She tried to assuage her Mom’s concern.

      “Thanks for everything, Angelica, your hospitality, my few days at school, and most importantly, the training. Persy and I are ready. Really,” Thaddeus said.

      “Oy, what about me?” howled Benson. “Back to chopped liver status am I? I’m going, and I’ll be there to protect these two cheeky monsters.”

      Angelica, with tears in her eyes, and Robert with his arm around her, laughed at Benson and waved the three of them into the Time-Linx and crossed them over to Bellarya.

      Benson, deep in Persy’s pocket readied himself for his least favourite part of the overall adventure. Thaddeus took Persy’s hand and they walked into the brightness of the Linx.

      The wind slowed down, they walked out of the portal into Beijing, 1442. Benson raised his head from Persy’s pocket and quipped, “Persy, I’ve got a feeling we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

      Persy ignored him. They were just on the outside of the wall around the Forbidden City and a guard, some six feet, six inches in height suddenly appeared in full armour; his face mostly covered by his helmet, the only parts showing were eyes, a broad flat nose and long stringy beard. He was brandishing a sword, the size of which neither Persy nor Thaddeus had ever seen, but more importantly, the large and sharp end was pointing directly at Persy’s heart.
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      “VANQUESTA!”  Persy and Thaddeus had the same knee-jerk reaction, same thought and the spell went off perfectly. They disappeared with Benson in Persy’s pocket, in a split second blur. The guard stood there, mouth gaping, eyes squinting like he couldn’t believe their tricks. He sheathed his sword, shook his head, turned and walked away.

      “Crikey...that was close,” said Benson, poking his head out of Persy’s pocket.

      “I’ll say,” Persy said. “We have to stay invisible to get into the Forbidden City. No one gets in except the Emperor, his royal family and ministers, which includes Krak Ling. They think he’s some high-end priest.” Persy and Thaddeus stood completely still, surveying the Southern Gates in front of them.

      They were looking at the Meridian Gate which was a wall some thirty feet high with five openings. The outer four gates are well guarded, but the centre gate had only two guards.

      “Boy, not much concern for the central gateway,” Persy said.

      “Yeah, that’s because the only dude who gets to use it is the Emperor. Oh, and the Empress, once, on her wedding day, then she’s banned, too,” explained Thaddeus.

      “Man, chauvinistic, or what?” Persy huffed, annoyed.

      “Yup, that’s the way it is. The other gates are for royals, spiritual leaders or ministers, that’s it. No one else gets in except by Royal invitation.”

      “Well, then. The centre gate it is. Besides, less people to bump into,” she grinned and marched off toward the centre of the wall.

      As they approached the gates, Persy could see more of their details. They were bright red with nine rows of nine immense golden nails down each gate. One guard stood to each side of the gates, which luckily, were slightly open; enough to allow Thaddeus and Persy to slip through.

      They walked down the white stone walkway into the city itself. They came up to a wide moat - the Inner Golden River - about one hundred and fifty feet across with five, highly-decorated bridges crossing it. Again, the centre one was unused, so they proceeded over that one. Along all the bridges were statues of dragons and phoenixes, the two prime creatures of the Imperial family and the Chinese people.

      They were ogling the vast white stoned courtyard they were standing in when they got to the other side of the Inner Golden River.

      “Mom said the Forbidden City covers about a hundred and seventy eight acres and supposedly has nine thousand, nine hundred and ninety-nine rooms in total; in the buildings. Nine is a big number for the Chinese. How on earth are we to find Krak Ling?” asked Persy. “His residence is in here somewhere.”

      “Well,” answered Thaddeus, “We stay invisible for a while, switch to the local lingo and poke around for clues. He’s going to be associated with one of the Temples, we just have to find it.”

      Persy joined her right hand with Thaddeus’ left and they tapped their wands together. “Lange Locale,”. Now, they would understand anything anyone speaking Chinese said and when Persy and Thaddeus spoke, it would seem to be in the proper local Chinese dialect for that time, but they would hear themselves in English.

      “Holy Red Walls, Batman,” said Thaddeus. “I guess they’re really into the colour red, eh, Persy?” Thaddeus was sounding more Canadian all the time.

      It was true; most of the walls and buildings they could see in the distance were deep red. Along the top of the walls were at least three rows of very ornate, brightly coloured tiles, each an image of dragons, phoenixes, flowers, flowering bushes or just bright colourful patterns.

      The rooves of the buildings were in typical pagoda style, the tiles rounded and very ornate.

      They were about to go through the Gate of Supreme Harmony, where three great halls were built each on top of a marble dais. The Hall of Supreme Harmony was the tallest and no building was allowed to be higher. Here, the Emperor did his governing and received the highest officials. It was busy with people coming and going.

      “This looks as good as any place to start,” Persy said. Thaddeus and Persy made their way into the hall. Inside, the sandalwood throne, standing on a two-meter high platform, was in the centre of the hall and encircled by six gold-lacquered pillars painted with dragons. The golden throne was carved all over with dragons. Beside the throne stood two bronze cranes, an elephant-shaped incense burner and tripods in the shapes of mythical beasts.

      Above the throne was a golden caisson, or coffered ceiling, with dragon designs. In the middle of the ceiling was the design of two dragons playing with pearls.

      The Emperor happened to be sitting on the throne, the ministers and all their subordinates kneeling down, kowtowing and chanting aloud, “Long Live Your Majesty", with incense burning and the sounds of bells ringing and drums beating in unison. Over to the side were a group of priests, one very distinctive, standing in the middle while all the others bowed around him.

      “Look,” whispered Persy, “It’s him, it’s Krak Ling. Remember? Just like in the book.”

      Krak Ling’s head turned in their direction. Even though they were invisible, it made Persy feel very queasy. Could a sorcerer of his magnitude sense them even in their subdued energetic state? They backed up against the wall, to be as far from him as they could. He turned back to watch the Emperor.

      Even though they could understand the words, Persy and Thaddeus still had no idea what was going on in the hall. Whether it’s a ceremony of some kind or just some official meeting was beyond them.

      “We’ve been invisible for a long time Persy,” Thaddeus sighed. “We need to find somewhere safe to lift the spell, I’m getting exhausted.”

      “You’re right,” agreed Persy looking around. To the side of where they were standing was a passageway to what looked like a small room. “Let’s see if anyone is in there.”

      They walked around to the small hallway and went into the room it led to. No one was there, simply some street clothes lying on a chair. It seemed somebody had changed into their ceremonial garb and left their clothes.

      “I guess we’ll be OK until whatever is going on finishes. Let’s give ourselves a breather,” said Persy, tapping her own head. “Aperios!” Thaddeus did the same.

      “Whew. That feels better.”

      “Yeah, no kidding,”

      Benson buzzed off Persy’s shoulder and landed on a window sill in the corner of the room, scouring for flies.

      Persy spied a couple of bamboo mats off to one side and pointed them out to Thaddeus.

      “I think, the easiest thing to do is stay here until things start to break up out in the Hall, then become invisible and follow Krak Ling and his cronies home, hoping that’s where they’ll go next,” suggested Thaddeus.

      “Best plan I’ve heard. Not being Asian, we’re going to have a tough time explaining our presence in the Forbidden City, even if we do speak the dialect. We haven’t a clue who or what to ask. I’d say a little game of ‘Follow the Leader’ is a definite plan.”

      It didn’t take long for their plan to be put to the test. Within a few minutes they could hear shuffling and murmuring as people raised themselves from the floor and began organizing themselves to follow the Emperor out of the Hall. The Emperor and his immediate entourage were just about out of the Hall, followed by the rest of the Royals as Persy and Thaddeus came out of the small side room. Krak Ling and his group were the third group leaving.

      Quickly, Thaddeus and Persy touched wands, just as Benson zoomed into Persy’s pocket. “Vanquesta!” They couldn’t be seen.

      Thaddeus and Persy slipped across the floor of the Hall and sidled up beside a group of priests whom were dressed in similar robes as Krak Ling, but not as ornate.

      Once outside, the Emperor and his band took the centre bridge back over the Inner Golden River, while Krak Ling and his followers veered to the left and went out the Eastern Gate. Then they scurried down a narrow walkway, between several smaller buildings.

      At the end of the passageway, Persy could see the familiar pagoda style roof lines of more respected buildings. Krak Ling stood aside and indicated to the majority of his followers to carry on down to the building directly at the end of the path, presumably a temple. When the last man was inside, he and two others faced a blank wall.

      Although Persy and Thaddeus were about six feet back, Persy could see that above Krak Ling’s head was a brick in the wall with a dragon etched on it. Her eyes flicked around the rest of the wall; she spied two more bricks, one at the level of each of Krak Ling’s shoulders, also patterned, these with phoenixes.

      Krak Ling raised his right hand, palm facing the wall. On his ring finger was a ring with a opulent red stone, about one by two inches in size. It glowed as if on fire when Krak Ling swooped his hand in an ark over the patterned bricks. The wall literally melted revealing a doorway.

      On the other side of the doorway, Thaddeus and Persy could see a small platform, leading to a downwardly spiralling staircase. Krak Ling and his two companions quickly entered and started down the stairs, followed closely by two invisible kids and a quivering Benson.

      There were four full spirals to the stairway and about halfway down, Krak Ling stopped and looked up the stairs behind him. Persy and Thaddeus stopped dead in their tracks. Although they were soundless, Persy knew Krak Ling was sensing something; an energy which he felt didn’t belong here. He scowled; scrutinizing the walls and steps, obviously trying to put a finger on what he was feeling, then harrumphed, turned, and carried on down the stairs.

      Thaddeus and Persy breathed a sign of relief, then followed Krak Ling in hot pursuit. At the bottom of the steps, there was a small stone-walled anteroom with a large heavy wooden door at the far end. Krak Ling and his two accomplices walked swiftly to the door and again he waved his right hand at it. The door swung laboriously inward.

      They entered as a group, the visible and invisible, Krak Ling now having lost interest in the energetic aberrations around him and glanced around the room, his centre of magic.

      “Sniv,” he snapped at the short, thin, anemic looking man, “light the incense burners.”

      “Huanshu, the candles,” he barked to the other, burly and facially scarred man. Both ran to do Krak Ling’s bidding.

      The room was massive. It was over one hundred feet long and fifty feet wide. Its ceiling was too high to see its details. There were four, ten foot tall red doors off the room, two on each side. All along the top of the walls were finely designed tiles, rows and rows of them; the walls were decorated with the works of art. This included landscapes, flowered copper and brass vessels, painted textiles, fine translucent porcelain and endless sizes and shaped lacquered boxes. The art alone in this room portrayed a vast fortune, without mention of the golden, gem encrusted stemware, plates and serving trays aligned on the many shelves.

      Down the centre of the room was a long dark, wide table, intricately carved along its edges with red lacquered poppies set into the carving. The chairs around the table numbered into the fifty’s.

      At the far end of the room, behind the largest burner, was a barred off area; another room separated from the main one. The bars were of gold and very close together, with fine filigree scroll work up and down each one.

      Krak Ling marched straight down to this area and spoke in a sibilant voice, “How are you, my pretty? Xian? (Zane) Where are you my sweet?”

      Without warning, the air of the vast room was filled with the entrancing trill of a song-bird, singing at the top of its lungs. Krak Ling smiled and his eyes gleamed with joy at the sound of his nightingale.

      But then he turned, scowled and walked over to a bookcase to his immediate right. He extracted a large, black and red leather book and laid it on the table in the middle of the room.

      “Back to the matter at hand,” he declared as he motioned Huanshu and Sniv to take seats on opposite sides of the table.

      “Word has reached me that in her time, Melanthios has managed to retrieve the first of her Nine Magical Objects to becoming the All Powerful One. Now, without The Book of Black Dominance, I’m going to be lagging behind her all the way in this quest for the other eight. Even though she doesn’t know I’m aware of The Book, that really doesn’t help me. I dare not take her on directly without the Potion of Eternal Life to guarantee I’ll survive such an encounter. So what do we know?” He leered at both men, knowing with disgust that neither possessed any insights at all.

      Benson couldn’t control himself, “Looks like he’s expecting a lot from those two. Makes about as much sense as military intelligence.” He snickered as he spoke in Silent Speak. The Vanquesta spell kept the sparkles under wraps.

      “Or airline food” Thaddeus snapped back.

      “Alone, together.”

      “Act naturally.”

      “Butt Head.”

      “Soft Rock.”

      “Will you guys put a sock in it?” hissed Persy, silently. They both replied, “Fine” in unison.

      Krak Link flipped through some of the heavy pages of the book on the table and stopped at one close to the centre.

      “Obviously, you two have nothing to offer. I shall have to work this out myself.” Huanshu looked up at Krak Ling blankly, while Sniv sat with his head bent low, staring at his hands.

      “We have Xian, who was blessed with immortality by one of the ancient Chinese alchemists in Han Wudi’s time. The sorcerer mastered the Potion of Eternal Life, but hid it from the Emperor. One of her feathers is part of the potion.

      Also, I have one of the Apples of Immortality, which the Norse hag Skadi stole from her father Thiazzi. I swiped one before that rotten minx Loki stole the rest from her. I tell you, that lot, they deserve each other.

      And I believe I have the spell worked out, it’s just the other elements of the potion I need.”

      “What are they, father?” asked Sniv meekly. “How can we help?”

      “I’m NOT prepared to tell you,” Krak Ling spat out. “The less you know, the safer I am. When I need your assistance, you’ll be told, but not before.”

      Krak Ling looked down disdainfully at his son. Why were the Gods so cruel to take his strong warrior son ...who fought so bravely in the Opium Wars; it wasn’t even his time frame to protect; and leave this weak-kneed, useless excuse for a man, as his only heir? These thoughts tormented him daily adding to his increasingly cruel disposition.

      Huanshu, well, at least he’s handy in the times when brawn is needed, and impeccably loyal. A willing ‘strong arm’…every wizard should own one.

      Persy tried to lean forward to read the opened book on Krak’s table. This spell she wanted to see.

      Unfortunately, in leaning, she knocked over one of the candles on the table. “C-a-lunk!”

      Krak Ling stared exactly where she stood, pulled out an old dragon wand, at least as powerful as Willow’s and yelled, “Aperios!”

      The air around Persy and Thaddeus shimmered and they appeared in full form.

      Before they could even think of drawing their wands, Krak Ling lunged forward, pointing his at their heads.

      “Who are you? Who sent you?” he demanded. “Never mind, you’ll only tell me a pack of lies.” He charged up to them, causing them to cringe backward. Krak Ling placed a hand on each of their foreheads and closed his eyes. Within seconds he had the whole story.

      “So! You have come to steal from me. The Hagstone. Well, number one, there’s NO way you children have the powers to claim it from me. You are like gnats on the back end of an elephant, of no consequence. And even if by some incredible stretch of luck you managed to obtain it, you would never get out of here alive. I worry not,” he hissed at them, regarding them as gum on his shoe.

      Persy’s eyes widened, but Thaddeus was just staring back at Krak Ling with black, fuming looks, not showing a touch of intimidation.

      “Oy,” croaked Benson in Silent Speak. “We’re in for it.” He cowered even lower into Persy’s pocket. Luckily, the sparkles also remained in her pocket.

      Krak Ling stood up straight and sneered, “Allow me to show you WHY you will never steal from me.”

      “Father, No!” shouted Sniv.

      “Silence,” screamed Krak Ling. “If you weren’t of my flesh, you would meet the same end.”

      “Huanshu, bind them,” demanded Krak Ling.

      In a blink of an eye, Persy and Thaddeus were bound from shoulders to knees in magical silver ropes, one on Persy, crossing right over Benson.

      “ ‘allo, allo, allo! What’s this then? Trying to make Dragonfly Pate, are ya?” howled Benson, without the Silent Speak, totally forgetting himself.

      “Girl,”  snapped Krak Ling. “What’s in your pocket?” He pointed his wand at her and Benson, who was now completely ticked. He came zipping out, buzzing around Krak Ling’s head.

      “Ah,” smirked Krak Ling. “A tasty treat for one of my other darlings. Come here,” he yelled at Benson.

      “Yeah, right, guv...like that’s what I’m gonna do. Top of me list, now ain’t it?” Benson soared up to the top of the ceiling and vanished from sight.

      “Bah,” bleated Krak Ling. “Huanshu, take them to Necromina’s room.”

      Thaddeus glanced at Persy, raising his eyebrows, “Necromina? That can’t be good.”

      Huanshu got up immediately, grabbed Persy and Thaddeus by the ropes at their waists and dragged them to the first large red door on the left side of the room. He pointed his wand and the door swung out with a loud moan, revealing a dimly lit room.

      He hauled them into the room which appeared to be some sort of laboratory. The walls were lined with shelves that were stacked with stone crocks and glass vessels filled with powders, dried herbs and it seems dried animal (or worse), body parts. Except the wall on the left which was a expansive fireplace with a walk-in sized hearth. Along its sides various sized cauldrons were stacked neatly. On a bench straight in front of them was a tank half-filled with water. Something was splashing quietly around inside, the only visible part was its yellow hooded eyes. The water was covered with frog scum and Persy figured she probably didn’t want to know what little beastie was in there.

      From the right side of the room, in an extremely darkened corner, a series of loud squawks bleated followed a rattle of chains. Both Persy and Thaddeus jumped, squinting to try to see what it was. Benson, however, in yet another display of his heroic tendencies, dove nose first back into Persy’s pocket as soon as he followed them into the room.

      Krak and Sniv Ling entered the room. “Ah, allow me to enlighten you two,” Krak cackled. He walked into the darkness and lit a candle. There, resting on its baseball mitt-sized feet and talons was a massive bird . Its black-purple body was the size of an ostrich, but its head, or rather heads, all nine of them, were distinctively like those of a vulture. Each head seemed to take a turn squawking, while the others appeared to sneer at them. It felt as if the eighteen red, glaring eye slits were burning holes in them, and nine beaks drooled slightly, anticipating dinner.

      The beast was held by a metal collar on each of its necks, attached to a length of heavy chain, which were gathered together and tethered to a large ring embedded into the stone wall behind it. Directly to its right side was a four foot pedestal on which rested a red and black lacquered box. To the left side was an area of about six by ten feet covered with straw, a basin of water and a small pile of bones.

      “Necromina, my sweet,” Krak Ling purred and looked into her den. “It would seem you are in need of your next meal. Well, look what I’ve brought you,” he sneered, waved his right ringed hand in front of her and then tickled her under a couple of her beaks. He turned to face Persy and Thaddeus, smirking.

      “My Necromina guards the Hagstone, which is in that red box. I see no reason not to tell you this as you won’t be leaving here. Heh, heh. You see, when I let her out for a bit of fun, a good hunt, she invariably brings back young bodies, her preference runs to the female, but...,” he leered, looking at Thaddeus, “she’s not that picky when hungry. She likes to watch them starve to death and then very neatly peels off the flesh from their bones, enjoying strip by strip until the bones are as clean as if washed in a vat of acid. Very tidy girl, is my Necromina.”

      He walked over to the pedestal and picked up the lacquered box, flipping the lid back. “I suppose you’d like to see the Hagstone, before you die,” he said, showing off that he had it, and them, at his mercy.

      Krak Ling lifted the leather thong that the stone hung on and dangled the Hagstone from the end of his finger, allowing it to swing back and forth. It was a perfectly round granite and quartz stone with a hole the size of an eyeball directly in its centre. A fine specimen, indeed.

      “With this I will be able to see past all protection and hiding spells on the rest of the items I’ll need for the Potion of Eternal Life. Then Melanthios will no longer be a barrier to me dominating this world. And I have Necromina to guard this precious stone, far more useful than her sorry Repfemicap. A shape-shifter. What good is that, really?”

      “Repfemicap?” Persy asked.

      “That pathetic red and black creature she so highly regards. Melanthios herself created her when she was a younger witch, using very old and very dark magic,” Krak Ling replied.

      Persy narrowed her eyes. He’s jealous. Note to self.

      Krak Ling turned to Persy, “I can assume then that the meddling gypsy, Vadoma, sent you here to collect her Hagstone back. Huh. Stupid woman. Her traditions and habits made it so easy to figure out when I could best take the stone. Like candy from a baby.

      And that idiot Irenie, so easy to manipulate. Show her how to mask the powers of the ring, so Vadoma became cursed. Lovely. Vadoma doesn’t deserve to own the stone, if she can’t protect it. She and that blood-sucking sidekick put magic to shame.”

      “What blood-sucking sidekick?” asked Thaddeus.

      “Oh, you didn’t meet him? Too bad, good for a laugh, that’s about it.”

      Thaddeus was done with this “Krak”-pot. He’s embarrassed to have been caught and tied like a common, non-magical criminal, and then to have the actual evil-doer lording over them was more than he could stand. He started to struggle against his bindings, muttering releasing spells, but couldn’t reach his wand to make them effective. Persy, caught on and started to twist, turn and mumble as well.

      “Silence you two,” shouted Krak Ling. “You have no hope of breaking those bindings.”

      “Like we’re just going to stand here and let you feed us to your overgrown, flea-bitten poop-hawk Master Ling? More like Babb-Ling if you ask me,” Thaddeus snarled.

      Krak Ling’s face went fiery red with anger. “You insolent little maggot,” he screamed at Thaddeus. “Well, let’s have you take a look at what is happening at home--shall we?” With that, Krak Ling arced his right hand in front of Thaddeus and Persy. The air around them misted and then cleared. They saw the horror of their lives.

      Angelica and Robert were bound back to back sitting and supporting each other on the living room floor in Persy’s house. Both were bleeding profusely from their faces and heads. Angelica appeared to have an oozing wound in her right abdomen. She was groaning and Robert was unconscious. Around them were three guards like the ones Persy and Thaddeus met up with in front of the Forbidden City walls. They were pointing blood-covered spears and swords at Angelica and Robert, circling them and waiting for the moment of the final attack and the death of both of Persy’s parents.

      Persy let out a wail and collapsed on the floor of Krak Ling’s lab, sobbing her heart out. Thaddeus’ face blackened and he lurched toward Krak Ling, bellowing “You animal! You filth! You vermin! You don’t deserve to live.”

      Krak Ling broke into uproarious laughter and Huanshu cackled by the door. Sniv bowed his head into his hands, not wanting to watch any of this.

      Krak Ling was about to say more when a clamour was heard outside the door.

      “Oh, Great One. Please I must speak to you,” a voice rose, muffled by the door. Then further pounding. Huanshu opened the door where a guard stood, obviously in fear of his life, but knowing he had a message to pass on.

      “Please Sire, the streets are in an uproar. The Ghost Festival is almost upon us and The Guei have entered the City, causing chaos. I’ve been sent to tell you,” whimpered the terrified guard.

      Krak Ling practically flew to the door. “Huanshu, come, I will have need of you. Sniv, stay here and watch these two. I shall return soon and personally feed them to Necromina. I love to watch her play with her food.” He smirked at Persy and Thaddeus and bolted out the door with Huanshu at his heels.

      As Krak Ling left, three thin bursts of mist entered the room.  Persy didn’t notice, still lying in a heap on the floor, crying so hard, she could hardly breathe.

      Benson climbed out of her pocket and was trying to wrap his little legs around her neck to console her. Thaddeus was just plain furious, but grief was starting to settle in. He was the one who watched Ling leave and observed the gossamer blobs entering the room.

      Sniv looked up from the corner. “Guei. Father must have sent them to keep watch as well. He doesn’t really trust that I can handle anything,” he cried, putting his head back into his hands.

      A faint moaning and sighing came from the Guei as they circled the room. Necromina started squawking again. The ethereal visitors were upsetting her, swooping over her heads and around the room.

      Thaddeus bent down and knelt beside Persy. With his arms tied, it was difficult to offer any comfort. “Listen, Persy, remember your Mom told us to try to befriend the Guei. I know it’s hard for you to think about it right now, but we’ve got to figure a way to get these bindings off. They can probably help with that. Do you still have the bottle of water and the biscuits in your pockets?”

      Persy lifted her head and nodded. “But I can’t get to them, they’re in my side pockets. I can’t get my hand in there.”

      “Right.” Thaddeus said, as he struggled to his feet again. “Oh, revered spirits..,” directing his voice to the floating mists, “Listen to me. We have food and water to relieve your hunger and thirst. We can lessen your torment. Free us from these bindings and you will be rewarded.”

      For a few minutes, there was no answer. The spirits completely ignored Thaddeus. He tried again, “Please, allow us to help you. Your misery can be abated, really, we can help.” Again, nothing.

      Persy, sniffing, stood up clumsily, realizing that Thaddeus needed some help. “Thaddeus, remember when we were reading about the Guei. They live in the next dimension and in order to get things to them, we have to burn it to send it over. I think they’re ignoring us until we let them know that we’re aware of that.”

      “Good point, Persy.” Thaddeus nodded and turned back to the floating, moaning Guei. “Spirits, please release us from our confinements and we will pass through a rite of fire, your gifts of water and food.” That did it. Immediately, one of the Guei swooshed around Persy and Thaddeus and their ropes fell off and vanished.

      Persy and Thaddeus stretched their arms and legs, and Persy hurriedly searched for the water and biscuits in her pockets and put them on the bench.

      Sniv was watching everything from the corner he was cowering in. “That’s it,” he sniffed. “The Guei make me very nervous and if Father sent them in here to do what he thought I couldn’t, I’m gone.” He got up and walked to the still partially opened door. He walked through and then poked his head back into the room.

      “Oh, by the way, Father is a famous Manipulator of Reality. Chances are, your parents are fine Miss Persy. Check on that if you can.” He slipped out of the door and was gone.

      Persy stared at the back of the door, amazed. The relief poured over her like a tidal wave. Could it be possible? Were Angelica and Robert fine?

      “C’mon Persy,” said Thaddeus. “We have to burn this food and water.” Thaddeus found a smaller burner on a bench at the side of the room. He then found some small bits of wood in the hearth and snuck up to the side of Necromina’s den and stole some dry straw. Persy collected them all and put them into the burner as Thaddeus ran around the room gathering what they need. He came back to the bench, aimed his wand at the burner and said, “Infernos!” It all burst into flame. Persy put the biscuits in first and after they burned through, added the water which immediately turned to steam, passing into the realm of the Guei.

      The wisps of energy clouds increased their speed and finally landed in front of Persy and Thaddeus; three fully formed, although still see-through, bodies, all male.

      “Thank you,” announced the first and tallest. “We are very grateful to be out of our hunger and thirst misery. It is the worst thing to experience in the spirit world. I am Heng and this is Liang.” Heng said pointing to the spirit beside him, who was slightly shorter and much more heavily built, or at least had been, in life.

      “He, over there is Longwei, who has a special spirit connection to dragons.” Longwei was the shortest of them all, but much thinner than Liang.

      “We have been under Krak Ling’s control for decades, hoping at each Ghost Festival to be offered food and water, giving us the strength to exorcise ourselves from him. You have our undying gratitude and service. How can we help you?” Heng asked.

      A bright, glorious smile suddenly appeared on Persy’s face. While the ghosts are speaking with Thaddeus, she contacted Angelica through Silent Speak and both she and Robert were indeed fine. The whole torture scene was a clever mirage created by Krak Ling.

      After she told Thaddeus, he gave a thunderous look indicating what he’d like to do to Krak Ling. Liang confirmed, “Master Ling has done this thousands of times to people, putting them into deep grief and depressions, thus enabling him to overpower and destroy them. His evil knows no boundaries. The control of the mind and the secret to his illusions is the red ring on his right hand.”

      “I thought so,” replied Thaddeus. “He always waves that hand over whatever he wants to affect. Now, in order for us to get the Hagstone, we need it to subdue Necromina, otherwise we’re dinner.”

      “Hmmmmm,” said the three ghosts together.

      “Well she’s not going to just toss it to you on asking, is she?” Benson stating the obvious, flew over to one of the counters.

      “Truer words, Benson...truer words,” mumbled Thaddeus. He was busy looking around the lab. Somewhere there had to be something useful to solve their problem. Persy was leaning against a bookshelf, hand moving slowly along the rows of book spines.

      “Interesting,” she murmured, reaching for a tall, dark green book.

      “What is?” asked Thaddeus.

      “Magicians’ Magical Manipulation.”

      Thaddeus walked over to have a look, and of course Benson was not far behind. “Well, I’d say that’d be his “Guide to the Universe,” Thaddeus said.

      Persy flipped through the sections. Toward the end of the book she lingered over a particular page, and then showed it to Thaddeus.

      “Look. Crap,” whispered Persy, disappointedly, and read aloud, “The only way to overcome a talented Manipulator of Reality is to render him or her unconscious.” How the devil are we going to do that?”

      “Dunno.”

      Both of them were scanning the shelves, sizing up the jars’ contents, books, labeled herb pots, etc. The Guei were hovering near the door, instinctively knowing to watch for anyone coming.

      “Wait.” exclaimed Persy, looking up at one of the top shelves.

      “What?” Benson and Thaddeus chorused.

      “Cryogenics! Man, Krak Ling has been all over the Universe, obviously looking for answers in the future, too. But this gives me an idea.” She began rummaging through cupboards in the lab.

      “What? What are you looking for?” asked Thaddeus, hoping upon hope Persy really had something.

      “I need an air-tight stone vessel of some sort. Maybe a couple of litres in capacity.” She stated, pushing boxes and glass jars out of the way.

      Thaddeus was scouring the shelves on the other side of the room and cried out, “Here. How about this?”

      He pulled a heavy stone jug off the shelf in front of him, turned and placed it on the counter nearest to Persy.

      Persy checked it out and smiled, “Perfect.”

      “What are you doing?” asked Thaddeus, still completely in the dark.

      “The Cryogenics book reminded me. In science class we talked about the effects of liquid nitrogen. You can create it from air by freezing it to -196 degrees Centigrade, really quickly,” explained Persy.

      “Sooooo?” said Thaddeus.

      “So, see Necromina’s area over there? It’s an alcove. If we can get Krak Ling to open this container filled with liquid nitrogen, in that space, I think we can knock him out.”

      “How? Why?” stuttered Thaddeus, no ‘ka-ching’ kicking in yet.

      “When the nitrogen wafts out of the opened container, it immediately displaces oxygen in one’s blood vessels, causing the person to pass out. It’s actually a cause of a considerable number of lab accidents, even deaths, in my time.

      I’m thinking we can knock the Hagstone off the pedestal, by throwing something at it. We put this container in the alcove. Tell Krak Ling that we somehow managed to hide the stone in this stone jar. He’s going to look right away, not believing us and that’s all we need.”

      “I’m liking this,” grinned Thaddeus.

      “So how y’think you’re going to get the jar into her alcove?” asked Benson.

      “Well, that’s where you come in, my flighty friend,” smiled Persy.

      “Uh-oh,” sniffed Benson. “I’ve got an idea I’m not going to be thrilled with this...”

      “Yes, well...you see, Necromina’s going to see you as a fairly tasty-looking snack. We need a diversion at the left side of the alcove as Thaddeus and I place the jar into the right side,” said Persy, grinning shamelessly.

      “Crikey!” cried Benson. “I knew it. I knew I wouldn’t like the sounds of this plan.”

      “C’mon, Benson,” said Thaddeus. “You’re the fastest thing on wings...shouldn’t be any problem for an ace flier like yourself.” He too was smiling, unable to stop himself.

      “Never mind the buttering-up routine,” Benson grumbled. “You two aren’t fooling anyone.” He flew off to sit on a shelf to the left of the alcove, awaiting further instructions.

      Thaddeus looked around and spied a short squat candle. “Perfect,” he said, picking it up and taking aim at the red lacquered box on the pedestal behind Necromina. The bird, meanwhile, all nine of her heads fixed on Benson, drooled out of two of her beaks, so wasn’t aware of Thaddeus’ intent.

      “Easy, Thaddeus,” Persy spoke quietly. “Necromina’s going to throw a complete hissy after this, so we’ve only got one chance.”

      “Never fear, my dear,” chirped Thaddeus. “Ol’ Isaac Newton isn’t the only dude who can knock an apple off someone’s head at fifty paces. Here goes.” He threw the candle at the box; hitting it square in the centre, causing it to fly behind the pedestal.

      Necromina, startled, squawked her displeasure repeatedly, flapping her wings and generally creating chaos in her alcove. Benson zipped up to a higher shelf, fearing he’d be sucked into the morass.

      “Good one, Thaddeus,” congratulated Persy. “Right. Now, we have to get this jar, which I’ve sealed tightly, into the alcove. Benson, start flying around Necromina’s heads. Make sure you’re really, really fast, so she doesn’t stand a chance of catching you.”

      Persy and Thaddeus lifted the jar together, walked over to where they wanted to insert it into Necromina’s space, while Benson did his rendition of a ‘Cirque du Soleil’ aerial performance.

      Thaddeus was able to set the jar down well inside the alcove, Necromina jumping, snapping and flapping at Benson, as he whizzed tauntingly over her heads.

      “Well, that wasn’t so bad,” said Thaddeus relieved at their success.

      “Oy, maybe not for you...But I’ve got nine snapping beaks, trying to make lunch out of me.” huffed Benson. “Ok, I’m outta here,” And he flew up to a top shelf to rest and pout a little.

      “Ok, Persy, let’s get that air frozen. Well, beyond frozen,” Thaddeus corrected himself.

      “Wait. I just thought of something,” said Persy. “What’s going to happen to us when Krak Ling takes the lid off that jar? We can be affected by the lack of oxygen too. I don’t know if we can stand back far enough to be safe.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” muttered Thaddeus, scratching the side of his head, eyes glazing over in deep thought.

      His perusal of the room stopped dead at the scuzzy aquarium.

      “That’s it. Yeah, that’ll work.”

      “What will?” It was Persy’s turn to be out of the loop.

      “Algae. One of the things it’s known for is how much oxygen it gives off. If we skim some off of that tank and put it in...um...,” he looked around for an appropriate container. “That.” He pointed to small glass beakers with stoppers. “Then when Krak Ling takes the top off the stone jar, we un-stopper these and inhale the oxygen.”

      Thaddeus grabbed two of the containers and ran them carefully over the top of the water to collect a good amount of algae, without disturbing whatever was in the tank.

      “Yeah, right...like he’s not going to notice us holding those beakers in our hands when he comes back.” said Persy.

      “He won’t if he can’t see them.” declared Thaddeus putting the stopper on the last bottle. Persy broke into a full grin, withdrew her wand and together they tapped the tips of their wands on the beakers. “Vanquesta!” The bottles vanished.

      Heng leaned into the room. “Someone comes,” he stated flatly.

      Quickly, Thaddeus turned to face the jar in Necromina’s alcove.  “C’mon Persy, we have to get the jar ready.”

      They pointed their wands to the jar and chorused “Athermos!” concentrating on minus 196 centigrade. The jar first frosted, then small pops and cracks could be heard as the air froze and compressed. They scurried back toward the hearth at the other end of the room and sat huddled in a corner, as if still bound.

      “It LOOKS frozen,” whispered Persy as they crouched down “He’s not going to pick it up if it looks like that.”

      “He wouldn’t pick it up anyway. He’ll just wave his hand over it to open it, don’t worry.”

      Sniv slunk back into the room, as if he’d never left. Within seconds Krak Ling and Huanshu made a grand entrance, flinging the door wide open, Krak Ling hollered, “SNIV!”

      Persy watched Sniv cower.“Yyyeeesss Father,” Sniv answered quietly, stuttering.

      “Where are the Guei?” Krak Ling demanded, scanning the room at lightening speed. “Where are...,” he trailed off, eyes fixed on the pedestal behind Necromina.

      “WHERE IS THE HAGSTONE!” he bellowed, his face distorted by anger.

      Krak Ling wheeled around to face Persy and Thaddeus. “YOU! Where’s my Hagstone. Tell me.” He started to raise his right hand, obviously intent on assaulting the kids in some way.

      “There.” cried Persy, nodding to the stone jar.

      “Wha...? Why...?” Krak Ling stammered, trying to make sense of why the stone would have been put into a jar. A jar which was apparently Arctic cold; judging by the thick frost on its exterior.

      “Come Huanshu” he ordered, “Grab the stone after I open the jar.” Perfect.

      Huanshu walked up to the side of the jar, waiting for his Master to open the vessel. Krak Ling stood close beside him. As Thaddeus predicted, he waved his right hand in an arc to raise the lid of the jar. “What’s the point of...,” He didn’t finish. The lab was dim enough to see the nitrogen gas escape from the jar.

      “Benson!” Persy called. He was on her shoulder in a flash as she and Thaddeus opened their invisible beakers and the three inhaled the precious oxygen.

      Sniv scampered out of the lab when his Father’s attention was diverted by the stone jar. And the Guei? Well, what did oxygen matter to them?

      Persy and Thaddeus stood motionless, eyes wide, watching Huanshu and Krak Ling fold up on their selves. In no time, they were both unconscious on the floor, Necromina in a dozy heap beside them. She was obviously not as affected by the gas as the others.

      “Lovely,” declared Benson. “Nice job, you two.” He puffed his chest out at their success.

      That broke the spell of concentration, and Thaddeus and Persy ran up to Krak Ling, lifted his right hand and removed the coveted ring.

      “Here, you are,” said Thaddeus, giving the ring to Persy. It swam on her finger, but she lifted her hand at Necromina, passing it as an arc over her. Persy concentrated on seeing Necromina in a near coma state and in a millisecond, she was completely out.

      Thaddeus crept around the hideous bird; her heads splayed in every direction, bent down and grabbed the lacquered box. He turned and came back to Persy’s side.

      Quickly, they did an about-face and ran out of the lab to the main room, where Sniv and the Guei were hanging by Xian’s cage. At his side, Sniv had a completely unrecognizable creature lying passively, gnawing on a enormous long, bamboo spear.

      Persy and Thaddeus came running down the room and the creature looked up, piquing its little ears. It has something like an oxen body but scaly and dragon-like head and hooves, not paws. It was about the size of a small pony, and it had a slightly blue tinge to its colouring, but was relatively harmless looking.

      When Persy and Thaddeus got close to Sniv, the creature got up and started prancing around, like a dog waiting to be petted.

      “What is that?” asked Thaddeus, pointing to the animal...if that’s what it was.

      “He’s a Qilin,” replied Sniv. “It’s the third most important creature in China, next to the dragon and phoenix. Very smart and gentle. He can walk on grass and not bend a single blade. He will punish the wicked, though, not a pretty sight.”

      “What do you call him?” asked Persy, scratching behind the creature’s small ear.

      “Pid,” Sniv said.

      Persy’s and Thaddeus’ eyes immediately lock and their eyebrows arch in synchrony. Pid Ling?

      Sniv didn’t miss the look. “Honourable pet is cursed with small bladder.” he muttered in a subdued manner, blushing slightly.

      Pid sat up straighter, knocking his head against Persy’s hand as if to ask for more petting.

      “Friendly dude,” said Persy.

      “Oy, never mind about friendly whatevers,” cried Benson sneering down at Pid. “We need to do a bunk...right now.”

      Heng, apparently the head Guei agreed. “I don’t know how long Krak Ling will be out, but believe me, you don’t want to be here when he wakes up and finds his ring and Hagstone gone.”

      Sniv stepped up to Thaddeus. “The Guei is right, you must go. I will show you the fastest way out.” Sniv turned and pressed on a decorated tile in the wall, just to the left of Xian’s barred area. A door swung inward, revealing a set of stairs going up.

      “Quickly,” urged Sniv.

      Benson zipped into the hallway and up the stairwell, followed closely by the three Guei. Persy hit the first steps in seconds after Sniv.

      As Thaddeus passed Xian’s cage, he happened to glance at her. The bird opened her mouth in a sneer (birds sneer?), revealing a sharp, dart-like tongue. He ran for the stairs, and couldn’t help but mentally register how weird that was.

      They charged up four flights of stairs, reaching a heavy wooden door at the top. Sniv again depressed a tile at the side of the door and it opened a crack. Benson and the Guei were gone well before Persy and Thaddeus helped Sniv force the door to open more.

      They passed through the doorway and found themselves outside the Forbidden City, on the Eastern side, the door shielded by gnarled hedges and cherry trees.

      Persy faced Sniv, “I don’t get it. Why did you help us?”

      Sniv looked down, embarrassed somehow. “Long story, no time now. We shall meet again. Hurry. You know how to Tunnel?”

      “Yes, of course,” said Thaddeus, “But I think we need to be less apparent first.”

      “Benson!” Persy called. He flew back to her in a flash and lodged himself in her pocket.

      “Vanquesta!” called Thaddeus and Persy together, and to Sniv and Pid, they were gone.

      “Eogorum!” They instantly sped to the entrance of the Time-Linx portal. As before, the guards were around the entrance to the Forbidden City, but this time didn’t notice Persy or Thaddeus at all.

      Persy and Thaddeus had but one goal, get back to Vadoma and give her the Hagstone to search for the Cimaruta at Bodesnoir.

      Just as Persy entered the portal, Thaddeus became distracted by something one of the guards was talking about. She only caught the words, ‘dragon’ and ‘amulet’. More importantly, she suddenly realized that Thaddeus was not paying attention and they may wind up Time-Linxing separately. There was no telling where they’d end up, but most likely it wouldn’t be together.

      Persy leaned out of the energy winds, grabbed Thaddeus’ cloak in her left hand to connect their energies. Her forceful effort made her right hand fly up into the air and Krak Ling’s ring went spinning into the dirt in front of the guards. Just as the blurring became almost all she could see and Beijing 1442 was vanishing, she saw the foot of one of the guards accidentally grind the ring into the ground.

      “Nooooo,” she cried out as she concentrated on Vadoma’s Hermannstadt, chanting Totus Temporis, over and over in tune with Thaddeus.

      They landed with a clunk and staggered out to the familiar nesting of pine trees. Persy fell to her knees, grief stricken.

      “The ring,” she cried. “I lost the ring. How could I be so stupid?”

      Benson buzzed out of her pocket into the evening light. “N’er mind luv. We’ve got the stone, that’s the main thing,” he said to Persy, trying to cheer her up.

      Thaddeus put his arm around her and gently helped her to her feet. “Benson’s right, Persy. We never thought we’d get the ring, didn’t even know about it when we started. We have the stone, that’s everything right now. Thing is, too, Krak Ling doesn’t have it either. He may never find it, ya never know. C’mon, let’s go find Vadoma.”

      Persy slowly got up and followed Thaddeus. He was right. Nothing could be done about the ring right now and the Cimaruta was the critical concern. She caught up with him and walked through the trees and the bushes turning right to the vardo.

      But, much to their complete and utter shock, as Persy and Thaddeus made that right turn, there the vardo wasn’t—it was gone.
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      Persy and Thaddeus spun their heads in all directions, while Benson zipped back and forth over the clearing where Vadoma’s vardo had been. Then Thaddeus looked down.

      “Look. There are tracks. At least that indicates it’s moved and not been zapped into oblivion by some dark force.”

      “Yeah,” said Persy. “That’s the good news. Let’s follow them.”

      The tracks lead to the other side of the clearing to a pathway which wasn’t evident until you stood right in front of it. The wall of foliage was actually much sparser there and Persy and Thaddeus could see now how the vardo had been driven through.

      They started walking down the path, Benson deciding to be cute and ride on the top of Persy’s head.

      She rolled her eyes up as far as they would go and sighed, “You really are a pest, you know.” Benson grinned and glanced ahead, his eyes bulged and he flew up to one of the highest tree branches.

      “Wha...?” Persy said as she looked in front of her.

      Standing about ten feet down the path was a very tall, broad man, all dressed in black; although his shirt was oddly buttoned up incorrectly, arms crossed over his barrel chest and he carried a very large wooden club. He stood still, face set in a deep frown, his black diamond eyes filled with suspicion and malice. His hair was ruffled, collar length and as black as everything else about him.

      “What is your business here in my forest?” he growled.

      Thaddeus stepped up in front of Persy. “What’s it got to do with you?”

      Who thought it possible, but the man’s eyes blackened more and the scowl deepened.

      “I am Bran, Lord Leshii and Protector of this forest. Everything here is my business.”

      It struck Persy that a calming female approach may work better with this guy. “We’ve come to find a friend, Vadoma, the Rom. We have something which was stolen from her and we’re here to return it.”

      “And how do I know whether it was not YOU who stole it in the first place?” he snarled, eyes shifting from Persy to Thaddeus and back.

      “If you just let us pass, you can follow along and see for yourself,” exclaimed Thaddeus, who thought this was more than obvious.

      “Well, we’ll just see, won’t we? But it’s going to be my way,” the dark figure stated firmly. He raised his club up over his head with his right hand, and with his left, took a corner of his cape and swung it around in an arc and very quickly turned in a circle.

      Thaddeus and Persy were slammed with an overwhelming sense of weakness, the air around them filled with circling black smoke, gaining speed and momentum until they fell in a heap against each other.

      Within moments, the smoke started to slow down and clear, although it never totally disappeared. They began to feel less queasy and were able to check out their surroundings.

      They were in a normal, plain room, a small fireplace on one wall, two average sized windows and four chairs around a low table. Thaddeus and Persy sat on the floor. The smoke in the room was moving very slowly, in waves and whorls, not even noticeable after a few minutes.

      Bran stood in one corner. “This is my world, Cradora, a different dimension from yours. Here, I bring those who would offend or harm the forest and its habitants. Here, you cannot lie to me or I will see a purple aura around your heads. Now, tell me again, what you are doing in my forest,” he demanded.

      Persy spoke first, “Vadoma is a Rom shuvani and she’s helping us with a quest we have. But in order to help us, she needs an object which was stolen from her. We’ve found it and are here to give it back to her.” she explained, as Thaddeus watched the air around Persy’s head. No colour that he could see, other than shades of smoke.

      Bran glared at Thaddeus and asked him the same question. Thaddeus essentially repeated Persy’s answer, underlining the fact that they were friends of Vadoma’s and it should follow, friends of the forest as well.

      Meanwhile, Benson, having watched the swirling smoke build up around Persy and Thaddeus, and their ultimate disappearance, was in a state of panic. He zoomed around in circles over the pathway and up and down it, trying to figure out where they’d gone.

      “Oy!” he muttered to himself. “You two put Houdini to shame. Where the heck?”

      Finally he flew down the path to its end, where he came upon another clearing near the river. There, right as rain, he spotted Vadoma’s vardo. Hoping one of the windows were open, (for knocking on a door never proved very productive for him), he flew down to find a way in. Luckily, the evening was warm and there are several open windows.

      Benson soared through the closest one and found Vadoma sitting at her table, gazing into her crystal ball, speaking softly to a man sitting across from her. The man was astoundingly gorgeous, even Benson noticed. His clothing was obviously of the finest silks; a sky-blue shirt, ruffled down the front and at the edges of the sleeves, the suit was of spun gold brocade and shoes were made of the softest blue leather. His hair fell in perfect cinnamon waves, albeit a little thin at the crown. His face was like a cherub, but unnaturally pale. He had perfect skin, immense peacock blue eyes with heavy, long lashes and a full-lipped mouth.

      Of course, with Benson being an insect, the attraction of the man was superficial, as would be a magnificent work of art, but nevertheless, he stared.

      “Vadoma!” Benson called as he landed on her hand. “Persy and Thaddeus. They need your help.”

      Vadoma was visibly shaken, both with Benson’s sudden appearance and his news. “Where are they?” she demanded, standing up.

      Benson quickly summed up what happened on the forest path, ending in Thaddeus’ and Persy’s disappearance. Vadoma sat silently, listening to every word, but her guest seems even more intent. When Benson finished, the man jumped up.

      “Vadoma, come quickly. I know what’s going on here.” He turned, strangely with a slight smirk on his face and bolted through the door of the vardo and down the steps. Benson and Vadoma were close behind. The glitter of the man’s clothes could be seen fading as he ran down the pathway. When Vadoma and Benson entered the forest, he had stopped about half way down the path.

      He stood and called, “Bran! Bran! Show yourself at once.” the man commanded.

      Smoke began swirling around again, getting thick and thicker. The dark figure reappeared, this time sneering, looking at the man in gold. “You bellowed?”

      “Bran. I understand you’ve absconded with two visitors...now give them back,” Vadoma’s guest growled. “They are friends of Vadoma’s, don’t make me go down there.”

      “You know, for a good looking dude, you sure can be a party poop,” grumbled the black-clad man.

      Vadoma started to chuckle. “Oh, it’s you Bran...c’mon cough up.”

      Benson didn’t know what to make of this camaraderie when all he was worried about was Persy and Thaddeus.

      “Oy, what gives here?” he asked, looking at Vadoma.

      “Bran is someone we know, and he is a Protector of the forest, you’ll see.” Vadoma smiled warmly.

      Bran huffed, spun his cloak, disappeared in thick swirls of smoke, only to reappear in seconds with Persy and Thaddeus.

      Benson, eternally relieved to see them again, flew over and sat on Persy’s shoulder.

      “We have it, Vadoma,” Persy cried out. “We have the Hagstone.” She removed the Hagstone from her pocket and gave it to Vadoma, glaring back at Bran.

      “Oh, my goodness” Vadoma exclaimed. “I can’t believe you actually got it. What happened? How did you do it?”

      Thaddeus and Persy related their adventures in Beijing from the start to the sad loss of Krak Ling’s ring.

      “Undoubtedly, that ring would have been a real boon for our side, but most important is that you two are back, in one piece, and we have the Hagstone. This will give us a massive advantage to face Melanthios,” said Vadoma kindly. She could see how upset the kids were, particularly Persy. Vadoma wanted to make sure that Persy understood how happy and grateful she was to have her Hagstone back and the ring....well, you couldn’t really pine for that which you never had.

      Benson, although quiet through the narration, regained his composure and normal cockiness so spouted, “So ‘oo’s Sir Bran Flaky-ness? What’s the idea of vanishing with my friends?”

      Bran glowered at Benson and in yet another whirl of smoke the man vanished and a oversized gleaming raven appeared, lighting on the man in gold’s, shoulder.

      Persy, Thaddeus and Benson stared, mouths agape, at the bird.

      Vadoma intervened. “Let me explain. Persy, Thaddeus and Benson,” her hand with palm up pointed to them, “Allow me to introduce two other friends. This...” she pointed her other hand to the man in gold, “is Count Pseudomorphius the Sanguine, and Bran the raven, is a Lord Leshii”

      “Soo-doe-morf..’oo?” exclaimed Benson. “What kind of name is that?”

      “They call me Murph,” the man in gold remarked flippantly. He put the fingers of his right hand up his left sleeve and extracted a silken handkerchief, proceeding to dab his face delicately. Murph turned to Bran. “I really have to say, Bran, that I find it quite distressing when you body snatch. Very disturbing indeed,” he ended, sighing softly, rolling his eyes up to their limits and shaking his hair back. Murph smiled, a big pearly dazzling smile, complete with FANGS!

      Thaddeus couldn’t resist. “Some friend you’ve got there, Vadoma,” he commented to her in Silent Speak. Thaddeus was pretty sure vampires couldn’t hear this; they aren’t High Order Magical Folk...just undead, existing mostly in a different dimension, having amazing physical abilities, and could morph into creatures of the night.

      “Who? Murph?” she replied, Benson and Persy also heard the conversation. “I love this guy, he’s intelligent, dresses well, always smells great, and I don’t have to cook for him. It’s a perfect friendship,” she finished with a slight grin.

      “What’s a ‘Leshii’, Vadoma?” asked Persy aloud.

      Murph jumped in. “Allow me, dear girl.” He bent his right elbow and crossed his right arm over his chest, while resting the left elbow on his right hand, and placed his left index finger on his bottom lip.

      “You see, a Leshii is a protector of the forest and its inhabitants. Woodcutters hate them and believe me, the feeling is mutual. Leshii are tricksters and can be quite mean in their mission to look after the forest. They’re also shape-shifters, but mostly are in raven form, like Bran here,” explained Murph.

      “Crikey!” whispered Benson to Persy. “We keep running into these shape-shifters. ‘ow we supposed to know ‘oo’s ‘oo in the zoo?”

      Murph scowled slightly at Benson for the interruption and continued, “The Leshii live in their own dimension, as you’ve seen,” looking Thaddeus up and down (for too long a time, as far as Persy was concerned). “But there are secrets to taming a Leshii and if you’re kidnapped by one, there’s a way to escape. All very intriguing,” he muttered and then is silent.

      Both Persy and Thaddeus look confused and suspicious at the same time, but Vadoma diverted their attention.

      “Come,” she ordered. “I’m anxious to get back to the vardo and scry my crystal ball with the Hagstone, see what I can find at Bodesnoir.”

      Persy and Thaddeus glanced at each other, shrug their shoulders and followed Murph and Vadoma, Benson flitted along behind them.

      The four of them sat around Vadoma’s table, while Bran perched on Murph’s shoulder, hungrily eyeing Benson. Benson, became more and more creeped out by Bran and decided it’s probably better to get a ring-side seat in Persy’s shirt pocket.

      Murph, Persy and Thaddeus sat very still as Vadoma commenced the grai with her tambourine. She stopped after a few minutes, her head falling forward and the tambourine sliding from her hand. In seconds, she sat up and moved her hands over her crystal ball. Swirling clouds could be seen by all of them as Vadoma concentrated on the ball with a glazed-over look. As the swirling slowed, she spoke.

      “I see Melanthios. She’s reading her immense black book, talking to a large, football sized spider.” Vadoma reached into her pocket, took out the Hagstone and put it up to her face and looked through it.

      “Ah, I can definitely sense the Cimaruta’s energy, quite clearly now,” Vadoma said, moving the Hagstone around the crystal ball and peering through it to search the room at Bodesnoir. “It’s strongest over this mirror on the wall.” Vadoma hovered over the mirror, moving very slowly.

      Suddenly, she picked up a very strong energy glow in the bottom left hand corner of the mirror. “There,” she exclaimed. “It’s hidden in plain sight, alright. See? In that corner.”

      Persy and Thaddeus jumped up and stood beside Vadoma, who had completely lost the flat persona of the scryer. She clicked her fingernail on the crystal ball, showing them where she’d seen the Cimaruta.

      “It’s in the filigree of the mirror’s frame,” Persy pointed excitedly. “It blends in perfectly. No one would see it there. Very clever.”

      “Yeah,” Thaddeus said. “If not for the Hagstone, we’d never have found it.”

      “Okay. Now it’s about getting in there and getting it back.” Persy looked pensively out the window. Thaddeus, with Benson who had emerged from Persy’s pocket to sit on his shoulder, leaned closer to the crystal ball.

      “Vadoma, can I borrow your Hagstone?” Thaddeus asked.

      “Of course. Why?”

      “I thought...” he trailed off, looking closer into the ball. “There. What’s that?”

      Persy and Murph both got up and leaned over the crystal ball. “Where?” asked Persy.

      “There, in the corner.”

      Benson arched his next to non-existent neck out toward the crystal ball and asked, “Can I have a boo through the ‘agstone?”

      “Yes, I think you’d all better,” Thaddeus suggested. Persy stood beside Thaddeus and Benson scrunching down to look through the stone with Benson. “My God. What IS it?”

      Vadoma and Murph also peered through when Persy passed the Hagstone to them.

      Murph is the one who made sense of it all. “Gobbuskins,” he sighed hoarsely. “Melanthios keeps Gobbuskins.”

      “What...is a Gobbuskin?” Persy blurted.

      “It’s kind of a cross between goblins and zombies. Mean, but obedient to their master. Ruthless. Will perform any evil deed commanded of it by the master. Zoned out, like zombies, dead but not dead. They’re controlled by a complex poison developed by Voodoo sorcerers made from animal, botanical and mineral ingredients. They’re thought to be dead by their families and so are buried, then dug up in a few days by the sorcerer and look like that.” Murph finished and pointed to the being skulking around in the corner of Melanthios’ room.

      “Figures our fanged fruitcake would know about these undead,” whispered Benson into Persy’s ear. “Probably some distant relation.”

      “Benson. I’m going to duct tape your mouth parts together,” growled Persy quietly.

      The Gobbuskin was about five feet tall, hunched over and so looked even shorter. Its arms were inordinately long, his, or her, gnarly, large hands hung at mid-calf level. Its skin was a deep gray-green, leathery and very dusty. Assuming it was a male, his face was squashed, like he ran into one too many walls, much like a bat’s. His hair was wispy, greasy and mud-encrusted. He had over-sized, low set ears, rounded and splayed out either side from his head.

      This particular Gobbuskin was bringing something to Melanthios on a tray, from the corner. He laid the tray on the table near her, nodded and snorted at the same time, then lumbered away.

      Vadoma sat in front of the crystal ball again and started moving her hands over it. She picked up the Hagstone with her left hand, looked through it, while continuing to move her right hand over the ball. Persy and Thaddeus stood behind her to watch as she moved around Melanthios’ room.

      “Curious,” muttered Vadoma, “there’s a large stack of books on the centre table--all on cauldrons.”

      Vadoma moved the view into the hallway and down the stairs to see the first floor of Bodesnoir. Several of the Gobbuskins could be seen busy at various jobs--reading large old books, some brewing potions in the vast kitchen, and some sweeping and dusting the castle.

      “I wonder why we never saw them when we went in to find the key for Fawna?” Persy said.

      “I think Melanthios allowed you to find that key,” Vadoma said. “She wanted to check out your energy levels, both of you, see what she was up against. I don’t think she really cared whether the Fairy Folk were bound or not. She needed an sneaky way to size up the competition, so she probably had the Gobbuskins hide themselves in their graves when she picked up you were coming.”

      “Personally,” Murph sighed, “I think these things are more bark than bite, and there’s a way to put a muzzle on them.”

      “Yeah,” said Benson. “You’d know all about the bite thing, wouldn’t you?”

      “Hmm-umm,” Murph sneered, lifting one side of his upper lip to reveal a shiny fang, “Why yes, yes I do. Read the book, seen the movie, done the musical.” And he wiggled his eyebrows up and down, while breaking into a full laugh.

      Benson couldn’t suppress the slight smile that slipped out.

      “Murph’s right,” said Vadoma. “The Gobbuskins are not a tremendous problem, as long as they don’t come up from behind you, when you don’t have a chance to fight them face to face. They’re very strong and favour strangling from behind, but face on, all it takes is salt.”

      “Salt?” said Thaddeus in disbelief.

      “Yes,” said Murph. “It’s the zombie part of them. If a zombie comes in contact with salt or sees the sea, it will head right back to its grave. Easy solution, as long as, like Vadoma says, you don’t let them attack from the rear.” Murph finished with a wry smile.

      “I’m guessing that Melanthios doesn’t really have them do a lot of evil work, she keeps them mostly as slaves. She has other, more evil beings, for doing the real dirty work,” Vadoma stated.

      “Yeah,” said Benson, “like that Repfemicap, or whatever it is. That’s what Krak Ling called it. Creepy thing reeks of darkness and evil.”

      “Exactly,” Vadoma said. She was absentmindedly letting her hands wander over the crystal ball, while staying involved with the ongoing conversation. She suddenly caught something out of the corner of her eye, and focused on the ball. “What the...?”

      The others turned to her and Murph asked, “What? What?”

      To see what she was looking at, they gathered around behind Vadoma, Benson was sitting on Murph’s other shoulder. Bran drooled. Persy and Thaddeus were in front of Murph, all peering into the ball. One didn’t need the Hagstone to see what caught Vadoma’s attention.

      Persy and Thaddeus blanched, Benson’s eyes widened and Murph, went paler than he already was.

      There, on the wall to the right of the mirror in twelve inch black letters, dripping red, were the words: “P - You Are Mine To Kill”.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Meeting Of Magicals

          

        

      

    

    
      No matter how hard she tried, Persy couldn’t take her eyes off those words.

      “No worries, Persy,” Thaddeus gently said, seeing how disturbed she was. “It’s more threats from Melanthios, she’s just trying to scare us.” He put his arm around Persy’s shoulders trying to offer her comfort. Persy crossed her arms over her chest and stared out the window.

      “Yeah, well, she’s doing a good job,” she murmured.

      Thaddeus glanced to the side and noticed Vadoma leaving the vardo, Murph following close behind. In a few minutes, they returned.

      Vadoma explained, “Persy, Angelica contacted me through Silent Speak. She asked for an update and then requested that I have you Time-Linx back to Laurel. There’s to be an emergency meeting of the Magic Folk Governing Council tomorrow morning. They want all nine members to advise their potential to assist you against Melanthios, at least, as much as they are allowed to do.”

      “Oy, here we go then,” whined Benson. “‘nudder round of gastronomical gymnastics—ugh.”

      Persy snapped out of her victimized mood and said rather sharply, “C’mon Benson get with the program. We’re going to be doing a lot of Time-Linxing for a long while I expect; and I’m ready to take this she-demon on. Vadoma, Murph, can’t thank you enough for your help and support in locating the Cimaruta. Thaddeus...we’re out of here.”

      “Whoa,” said Murph. “Who peed in your cornflakes?”

      Persy, with her hand on the door stated, “Melanthios.”

      Vadoma was leaning against the kitchen counter, arms folded over her midriff, smiling. “You’re welcome my dear, but here, take the Hagstone with you, it will help you see through many magical illusions and covers.” She chose a very decorative cord, slid the Hagstone onto it and walked over to tie it around Persy’s neck.

      Persy touched it gently, thinking to herself that this is where her Cimaruta should be resting. “Thank you so much, Vadoma. But, don’t you need it?”

      “Not nearly as much as you,” Vadoma reassured her, putting her arm around Persy and giving her a warm hug. “You can return it to me later. For now, I hope it can help you.”

      “Wow, that’s cool, Perse,” said Benson. “That should put a chink in Melanthios’ armour.”

      “Any help at all, is totally appreciated,” Thaddeus added.

      “And that’s essentially what the meeting is about. You’ll see,” said Vadoma.

      “Thank you again Vadoma.”

      Vadoma smiled over Persy’s shoulder, and slowly pulled back. “Come, Laurel will be waiting, let’s get you two, er, two and a half, to the portal.”

      “Hey,” complained Benson again. “I ‘eard that. I may be small, but I’m not ‘alf of anyfing.”

      Vadoma and Murph laughed. Bran still looked hungry.

      Persy, with Benson deep in her shirt pocket, and Thaddeus walked into the Time-Linx chanting ‘Totus Temporis’ repeatedly, while concentrating on Laurel’s meadow. The shimmering surroundings and high winds seemed to stop almost before they began. Getting better at this all the time.

      It was sunset when they exited at the edge of the meadow. The river behind, was relatively quiet. Laurel was waiting patiently for them.

      Laurel smiled; obvious relief spreading over her face. Persy and Thaddeus ran up to greet her. Benson buzzed around in circles, not only happy to see Laurel, but delighted the ride was over.

      They turned, hearing splashing from the river. P-C was excitedly sloshing out of the water and running, if one could call it that, to meet them. Francis was hooting away, circling them, playing a kind of tag with Benson.

      “Hello, hello, hello,” exclaimed P-C, dancing around each of them in turn. “I’m SO glad you’re safely back.”

      Amid all the frivolity, Francis perched on a low tree branch nearest to Thaddeus. Thaddeus looked up and stroked the owl’s feathers, softly. “Hey, fella. You’re out early. There’s still some daylight left.”

      “Had to see you,” Francis responded. “Laurel’s been telling us about your adventures, you great ape, been worried sick about you.” Francis was probably pouting. Hard to tell with an owl.

      P-C came up to nose his way under Thaddeus’ arm and tuned into the conversation.

      “Sorry to have worried you two,” Thaddeus looked down at P-C and back to Francis. “But, so far, mission accomplished. We have the Hagstone, and know where the Cimaruta is in Bodesnoir. Now, we have to figure how to get in there, grab the Cimaruta, and get out in one piece.”

      “Great...” hooted Francis, not at all consoled.

      “That’s why the meeting of the Magical Folk Governing Council tomorrow,” said Laurel. “As you know, Persy, none of us can become too involved in your mission, but we can offer assistance and guidance. Each of the nine members of the Council represents different magic, and combined they’ll make an abundant magical well for you to draw from. It’s important that you and Thaddeus understand who they are and what specialties they can offer. The planning and going after each Object is completely up to you. But, come, you must be exhausted. Let’s go to the manor, have dinner and catch up.”

      “Sounds good to me,” agreed Persy “I’m done.”

      “Here, here,” said Thaddeus.

      They lingered over a slow, sumptuous dinner and lounged around the kitchen table. P-C was curled up on the rug in front of the fire, Benson in a window corner, and Francis was out on his nightly hunt.

      “Grandmother,” asked Persy, “just what can the Council do to help us? And who’s policing whether anyone is helping us or not?”

      “There will be no hiding the energy disturbance in the magical fields when you are directly battling Melanthios or when you claim something from her. She’ll be furious and will more than likely cause a tidal wave of negative energy to rent right through to the Magical Source.”

      “What’s the Magical Source,” yawned P-C, lifting his head for only a moment and flopping it back down on his forepaws again.

      It suddenly occurred to Laurel, looking around the table that she was surrounded by very tired eyes. “Look, I think all these questions will be answered tomorrow at the meeting. We have to be up early to get to Rose Arbour as Randy and Delecta are hosting this conference. We change locations every time to avoid Dark interlopers.”

      “I’m good with that,” said Thaddeus quietly, rubbing his eyes.

      “Yeah, me too,” agreed Persy, getting up and clearing the tea mugs. Benson had already zipped up the stairs to Persy’s room and P-C’s snores confirmed he wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon.

      Persy and Thaddeus went up to their rooms as Laurel turned off lamps and blew out candles. They grunted, ‘good night’ to each other, shuffled to their beds and collapsed into their quilts and pillows.

      The 6:00 a.m. arousal felt like it was five minutes after falling asleep. But Laurel insisted they need time to wash, dress, eat and travel to Rose Arbour without any chance of being late. Many of the Council members will have traveled to the Council House the day before, so things are going to start on time and tardiness was not tolerated at these meetings.

      Persy, Thaddeus, Laurel and P-C walked through the meadow, turned downstream until they came to the bend in the river. Rounding that corner they stopped at the rock face covered with the flowering vines. Benson flitted along behind, touching gently on the water’s surface, hunting unsuspecting bug-prey. When he came to the rock wall, he veered up and over the cliff, out of sight.

      Laurel pulled out her wand and threw the charm on all of them. “Escendorum.” she uttered and up they went. They stood at the edge of the flower-filled, crystal rock punctuated field. The four enjoyed the rose scented air for a moment.

      “Well, wha’cha all waiting for?” Benson hollered. “Let’s get over to the oak where the door is. I even brought me sunglasses this time! Wif this many eyes, all that light down there is a sight that makes sore eyes. Ha-ha-ha-ha-ha!” Benson pulled out the tiniest pair of shades, which when he put them on, made him look like a bush baby with wings.

      They walked to the oak, it opened as soon as they were there. Two nymphs came out to greet them.

      “Hello,” said the first woman, who had shoulder length dark hair, laced with red and gold highlights. Her flowing dress was the colours of autumn--burnished tones of gold, copper and ruby red. “I’m Sandi and this is Violet,” Sandi pointed her hand to the woman beside her.

      Violet lived up to her name, her short blonde hair had three clumps of violets clipped into it. Her dress had flowing skirts like Sandi’s but of varying ranges of mauve, purple and silver.

      “Hi,” said Violet. “Pleased to meet you. We’re to take you to the Council House directly. Come this way.” Violet turned and Sandi stood back to allow the visitors to go first. Laurel, Persy, Thaddeus and P-C were shrunk with the ‘Vergrando’ spell executed by Laurel, and followed Violet. Sandi was the last to enter the tunnel, after closing the door in the tree.

      Violet turned and Sandi said, “We’ll need to join hands to pass the vibration test. They did and Benson sat on Laurel’s wrist. Within seconds they were clear and they saw the brightly lit main street of Rose Arbour.

      “Whoo-Hoo,” cried Benson, thrusting ahead down the main street. “I’m a cool dude!”

      Persy, Thaddeus, Laurel and the Nymphs chuckled, even P-C couldn’t resist.

      “Don’t know if I’d ever get used to the brightness of this city,” commented Laurel.

      “Yeah, sure makes you squint. I guess Benson’s got the right idea,” Thaddeus agreed.

      “It takes a while to get used to the light here, everyone visiting says that,” said Sandi. “But you’ll be surprised how quickly you don’t notice it anymore.”

      Persy closed her eyes and inhaled. “It’s the scent of the roses that I love. It’s like you’re walking in a field of them, all the time. Very cool, indeed.”

      Laurel shielded her eyes and looked off in the distance to where the aura of the Council House could be seen. “Well, that’s where we’re headed,” she pointed over the houses.

      In the blink of an eye, Persy took off at top speed, stopping in front of one of the houses half way down the road. “Hello. Hi Zeemeld.” she called.

      The old healer looked up from the herbs she was weeding and broke into a warm smile. “Persy. I’d heard you were coming for the Council meeting today. How lovely to see you.”

      Thaddeus, Laurel, P-C and the Nymphs caught up a few minutes later and exchanged ‘hello’s’ with Zeemeld.

      “Persy.” Zeemeld’s voice expressed concern, “Delecta has told me about all your shenanigans, putting yourselves in so much danger.” She also looked at Thaddeus. “Destiny...schmestiny...this seems like a lot for people as young as you two. Have you a good selection of healing remedies and herbs with you? At the very least you need to be able to look after any mishaps.”

      Persy and Thaddeus smiled. Zeemeld’s concern was heart-warming. “I believe I have what I need; Arnica, Aconite, Belladonna, Hypericum, Arsenicum.” Persy chimed off a long list of homeopathics and herbal remedies.

      Laurel, Sandi and Violet looked a little restless. Zeemeld noticed they kept glancing up to the Council House.

      “I’ll prepare a kit of the lesser known ones which you can pick up when you’ve finished at the meeting,” she insisted, waving to Thaddeus and Persy as they left.

      “That’d be great, Zeemeld,” Persy called back. “We’ll stop by on our way back. Thanks.”

      As the group walked up to the front steps of the Council House, Persy and Thaddeus recognized Sam, the satyr they had met on their first visit, waiting near the front doors for them.

      “Welcome,” he said, running to meet them when they climbed the stairs. “Delecta and Randy are inside with the rest of the Council Members. Come, I’ll show you the way.”

      “This is where we get off,” Sandi informed them. Both she and Violet waved and walked around to the side of the crystal building.

      Inside the main entranceway, Sam led them past the sheer crystalline walls which were tinged with either red, green, blue or yellow--right to the clearest wall. As they approached, two baseball-size patches in the crystal began to whirl in circles and two large blue eyes appeared, wide open, flicking back and forth over them all.

      Sam stepped up, staring into the eyes, announced, “Members and guests of the Magical Folk Governing Council. Here for the meeting. All are approved to enter. Open the door, please.”

      A large door, not previously evident, swung inward to allow them to pass into a cavernous room. The walls were clear crystal, but had thick wooden beams embedded in the ceilings and along the sides. Paintings, artifacts and bookshelves dotted the walls, Persy noticed rows and rows of pews on each side of the aisle, as Laurel with Sam at her side, led them down the long centre aisle to the front of the room. A few people were sprinkled throughout the pews.

      Across the front of the room was a full stage with a very long table running along it. Eight people sat there; the one unfilled seat was to the right of centre.

      The man, sitting in the centre seat, stood up smiling when he spotted Laurel. He came around the table and down the steps to meet her.

      “Lady Laurel, how lovely to see you,” he said, taking her hand and kissing the back of it.

      Laurel bowed her head slightly, “Lord Lyall, a pleasure, as always. Allow me to introduce my Granddaughter and her friends...”

      Laurel named each member of the group and in turn, they shook hands, with Lord Lyall. Benson’s acknowledgement was by way of an aerodynamic back flip.

      “Please, Lady Laurel, if you would...take your seat at the Council Table, while I introduce your Granddaughter and her companions to the other members of the Council.”

      Laurel obliged while Lord Lyall led Persy, Thaddeus and P-C, with Benson flitting in the air, up the steps to the front of the Council Table.

      Lord Lyall explained, “Each person on this Magical Folk Governing Council represents a particular magical philosophy and methodology. Some of the smaller magical ways have been grouped in with ones that are similar and hold representation on the Council, to make sure every single Magical Folk has a voice. Allow me to introduce the table to you.”

      The woman at the far left end stood when Lord Lyall pointed his hand at her. “This is Lady Elena Dragetti, Head of Italian Magic and many smaller European practices.” Lady Elena nodded and sat down.

      “Next, we have Randy and then Delecta, whom, of course you know. They represent Fairy Magic, which includes a host of the ‘little’ people such as Elves, Dwarves, Brownies, Sprites, Leprechauns, Nymphs, Satyrs and obviously..” he turned and smiled to them  “...fairies. So we have two members to look after that lot.” Delecta and Randy gave a little wave each and Lord Lyall moved his hand down to the next person, a darker-skinned man.

      “Then we have Imhotep of Egyptian Magic fame. Imhotep, Time-Linxes here and advises the Council on much of the origins and roots of Magic as we know it. He is attached to the court of King Zoser, as an esteemed adviser, scientist and has overseen the building of the Pyramids.” Imhotep looked at the group and murmured “It is my honour to meet you all”, and then returned to his seat.

      Lord Lyall continued, pointing to the empty seat, “Of course, that is my chair and then your lovely Grandmother, Persephane, who represents all of Celtic/Druid Magic. Beside Lady Laurel is Magus Siphon, our emissary for Atlantean Magic--a magic few know much about, but is the most all-encompassing of Magical practices. I’m sure you’ll learn much from the Magus.

      Beside Magus Siphon is Lord Mongo, the spokesperson for African Magic.” An exceptionally tall black man in colourful robes and an intricately beaded headdress stood, smiled, flexed his head forward briefly, then he too sat back down.

      “Next and far from last is Lady Druanna who is our delegate for Tarot, Astrology and Divination. The Lady works closely with people like Vadoma, whom I know you’ve met, to help foresee your challenges and pathways through your quest.” Lady Druanna, also stood, bowed and then sat back down.

      At the end of the table, to its right were two chairs which Lord Lyall asked one of the Satyrs standing to the side to bring to the front of the Council Table. Lord Lyall walked around to take his seat, pointing to the two chairs and asked Persy and Thaddeus to sit down. P-C curled up on the floor of the stage at Thaddeus’s feet, while Benson sat on Persy’s shoulder.

      “This emergency meeting of the Magical Folk Governing Council is now in session,” stated Lord Lyall, quite solemnly. He asked that the members at the table join hands. As soon as Lord Lyall, Laurel, and the others joined hands a golden glow emanated in the air over their heads, extending about five feet above them. The Council dropped their hands and Lord Lyall said “We are here, Persephane and Thaddeus to let it be known to you how we are allowed to help.

      As you are very much aware, Persephane, you were preordained before your birth to be the vanguard--The Guardian of White Magic--in the war to stop Melanthios from becoming the All Powerful One. You have been training and evolving to this point guided by your mother, Angelica, as Thaddeus has been carefully prepared by Lady Laurel. Both of you and even your familiars have the genetic encoding to do the magic required and the youth to perform it.”

      Persy flicked a glance over to Thaddeus. Sure, she thought, we’ve both learned a mountain of spells, hexes and charms, but that didn’t allay her fears of facing Melanthios; and Melanthios was after nine different Objects, which means nine head-on confrontations with her. Would their skill and luck hold out?

      Lord Lyall continued, “Each of the Magical Council will, in turn, tell you how they can assist you, while staying within the laws of The Source Magic. Source Magic is the basis and beginning of all magic, it is the core of what we do and must be obeyed. We are allowed to aid you, but must never interfere unless the Guardian of White Magic is nearing the Death Zone--then and only then can we battle at your side. Even at that point, only three are allowed to join you at any one moment.

      Perhaps it would help if I told you of an instance when the Source was not heeded. It was during another Dark Time, about seven hundred years ago. A young wizard, of Russian descent, named Tzandor, was destined to defeat a very Dark and evil wizard Kerberos. During the height of the last battle, the boy’s Italian grandmother, who at the time was the Council’s delegate for Italian Magic, sensed Tzandor was in mortal danger and threw a very Dark, hideous curse from old Stregherian Magic on Kerberos.

      Unfortunately, she misjudged, and of course, the Source Magic knew it right away. In truth, Tzandor was nowhere near the Death Zone. The Source Magic, detecting this, swayed the Magic to the Dark side for a very short time to balance the flow of forces. Kerberos was wounded by the curse, but the result of the Magical hiccup in his favour, more than compensated for his injury. He very quickly used this influx of energy to overcome and ultimately slay Tzandor. More assistance failed to come fast enough. Tragic.

      The tides and then ripples from this lost battle unfolded in the Witch Burnings of the fifteen and sixteen hundreds. And you, Persy know personally what that meant to thousands of innocents.”

      Immediately, Persy thought of her mother and her Time-Linxing to Rockmanor to avoid the Hunts, and how she never had the chance to know her real dad, Andreas.

      “Even now, in your time, Persy, the greed, crime, pollution and illnesses can be traced back to the results of that battle. We must NOT lose this next war.” Lord Lyall finished.

      Persy stared, open-mouthed at Lord Lyall, not having a clue how to respond to this account of the last war between White and Black magic. This was not lost on Laurel.

      “Persephane, my dear,” Laurel said as she rose from her seat. “Do not let that story overwhelm you. You are never totally alone in this quest, and by the end of this Council meeting, you will know why. Each of the members will in turn speak to you and Thaddeus, listen carefully.” Laurel took her seat again.

      Lord Lyall got up from his chair and looked to his far left. “We’ll start with Lady Druanna.” He nodded to her. Lady Druanna’s long red hair glinted in the crystalline light as she rose. Her silver robes, heavily embroidered along the edges in metallic greens, blues and gold, helped create a multi-coloured aura around her.

      “Persephane and Thaddeus,” Lady Druanna started in a very sweet and dreamy voice. “My gift to you is this small scroll.” She extended her arm toward Persy revealing a silver scroll tied with a deep blue ribbon. Persy stood up and walked to the end of the table to accept the scroll. When she handed it to Persy, Lady Druanna continued.

      “When you are in difficult circumstances and need to know the potential outcome of your immediate future, and remember, all divination is in the realm of vibrational possibilities...remove the ribbon from the scroll, tap it with your wand and chant “Expositus”. This will tell the scroll to reveal three options for you in the next twenty-four hours, based upon your decisions. You may only use this scroll nine times.” Lady Druanna sat back down.

      “Thank you, Lady Druanna. I’m sure this will be of great value to us,” Persy replied.

      “Yes,” added Thaddeus, “we’ll be careful that it is used wisely. Thank you very much.” Thaddeus stood and bowed deeply to Lady Druanna.

      Lord Lyall stood again. “Next is His Excellency Mongo from Africa”. Mongo rose as Lord Lyall sat.

      “Persephane and Thaddeus, in my country, there are many forms of magic and many pathways used to obtain similar results. In my view, your major need is protection. I present each of you this Gbo to wear to help shield you from harm.”

      Mongo walked around the table and placed a Gbo on a cotton cord around the necks of Persy and of Thaddeus. Mongo smiled as Persy and Thaddeus each lifted the Gbo off their chests to look at it. On impulse the three of them hug and Mongo, with slightly moist eyes, smiled, patted each of them on their heads and returned to his seat.

      “Oy, Perse,” whispered Benson into her ear, “this up and down show is starting to look like the ‘Whack-A-Mole’ game at the Rockmanor Fall Fair,” he chortled.

      Persy gave Benson a very cranky sideways scowl and muttered under her breath to him, “Benson, stifle.” Benson sniggered anyway, as he settled down on her shoulder.

      Lord Lyall continued to call on each member of the table and they in turn stood and made their offerings to Persy and Thaddeus. Except for Laurel, whose help was boundless and would be involved at every turn of this dangerous mission.

      From Magus Siphon:

      “The Source Magic is originally Atlantean on this planet, and concerned primarily with energy of the highest order. We study and govern the Universal Magic and the connection between all Magic. I present you with this Sapphire of Truth. Through it, you will be able to see “The Big Picture”, as you like to call it in your time. It will disclose the meaning and effects of what is before you. Use it with discretion; its magic diminishes after each use. Each Sapphire is different, so I cannot forewarn you about how many uses it has.”

      Lord Lyall was next:

      “The Master of the Magic I follow is none other than the great Merlin. One of his prized skills was that of transmogrification, the ability to make someone appear as they are not. Be it to change them into another person or animal. This enchanted Moonstone I give you need only be held by the person wishing to change. Tap it with your wand, saying “Transmutus” and concentrate very hard on that which you wish to become.” He handed Thaddeus a small purple silken pouch.

      The Egyptian, Imhotep stepped up to the kids and slightly bowed his head. They returned the courtesy.

      “My work as designer and overseer of the building of the Pyramids of Giza has allowed me the opportunity to collect a few of the magical stones used in their construction. I am pleased to be able to offer one to you for your quest.” He stretched out his hand and placed a small stone, about the size of a walnut, in Persy’s hand. On it was etched a hieroglyphic.

      “The word on the stone is ‘wall’,” said Imhotep. “When you tap it with your wand, and use the word you know for protection, ‘Muniosum’, it will cause a high stone wall to appear around you and anyone you’re touching at the time. May it be of great value to you.” He bowed again and sat down.

      Persy and Thaddeus stood and returned the bow. Persy thanked Imhotep and they too, sat down.

      Randy and Delecta had already given them their treasured Magical Crystal Seeds and so the next donor was Lady Elena Dragetti.

      “This small book,” she started, looking down at a small black leather bound book in her left hand, “was written by the ancient witches of the Stregheri. It’s called the ‘Secrets of Stregherian Spells’ and contains some of the strongest, most powerful spells and counter-spells known to the Magical Folk. Be prudent how you use them as magic this powerful always comes with a price. The price is your strength and ability.” With that, Lady Elena handed the book to Persy, and returned to her chair.

      Lord Lyall spoke. “Persephane and Thaddeus, you’ve been given a wealth of help here today. We all wish we could stand at your side through this whole quest, but of course are forbidden to do so. May the spirits of White Magic guide and guard you.”

      Although Laurel tried not to show it, her fear for her granddaughter and Thaddeus was ebbing up from where she’d been keeping it suppressed. Tears edged their way up to meet her eyelids, but she was determined to prevent their spillage. Persy and Thaddeus warmly thanked the Council members for their gifts of support.

      The meeting adjourned, all well-wishing done and Laurel, Persy, Thaddeus and P-C walked out to the front deck of the Council House with Delecta and Randy.

      “I believe we’ll should stay with Grandmother for a few days and then make our attempt to reclaim the Cimaruta,” said Persy, answering Delecta’s question about what their next plans were.

      “We’ll stop by Zeemeld’s house for the extra remedies she has for Persy and then it’s back to the manor to fine tune spells and charms,” Thaddeus added.

      “Oy, Perse...I can take a buzz into Melanthios’ and have a snoop at what she’s up to,” said Benson who was all excited to be so close to attacking Melanthios. He still hadn’t forgiven her for just about frightening him to death with that abominable shape-shifter of hers.

      Persy, Thaddeus, Laurel and the two familiars left Delecta and Randy and walked down the main street of Rose Arbour, accompanied by Sandi. Delecta asked Sandi to make sure their guests found their way back to the meadow outside the entrance to Rose Arbour, once they finished with Zeemeld.

      “Zeemeld cured my mother of a slowly evolving blindness. Something to do with pressure in her eyeballs. Physostigma. I’ll never forget that remedy. She’s just amazing,” declared Sandi “We wouldn’t know what to do without her.”

      Persy smiled, she could see how grateful Sandi was. “I’m looking forward to the remedies she’s going to give us, and I can’t wait to have time to study with her.”

      Zeemeld was again working when they approached her front garden. “Oh, hello there,” she said, getting up from between the herbs where she’d been kneeling. “Come, sit on the porch. I have your remedies all ready, Persephane.”

      They sat around a long but narrow wooden table on Zeemeld’s porch. She went into her house and came back, holding a small, rough linen sack. Zeemeld placed it on the table, sat down and opened its drawstrings. She extracted a number of tiny brown bottles with cork stoppers. Each had a label stuck to its belly with Latin names that completely foxed Benson.

      “What’s this muck on the labels?” he questioned as he lit on the table, snooping at each bottle in turn. “Reads like it was written by a bunch of monks or sumpfink. How you supposed to figure these out Perse?”

      “They’re homeopathic remedies, Benson,” Persy said, grinning at him. “They’re the Latin names for the substance the remedies are made from.”

      “Most of these, I’m sure you’ve heard of, Persephane,” said Zeemeld. “But I want to make sure you have them with you and to tell you a few things to keep in mind. Black Magic is associated with spiders, serpents, things which bite. Remember Ledum, for all puncture wounds, and Hypericum for the pain, and here are some specifics; Lachesis, Crotalus Horridus, Belladonna and Vipera for snake bites, as this is something I’m concerned about, in particular when it comes to Melanthios. I’ve Time-Linxed to the late 19th century to study with some of the best homeopaths to learn about these remedies. There are other special remedies in the bag and here is a list of their uses.” Zeemeld handed Persy a small parchment scroll which Persy put in her pocket, along with the bag of remedies.

      “I so look forward to spending dedicated time with you, Zeemeld. I can’t tell you how I appreciate all you’ve done for us. Thank you so much.”

      “Just you and your bunch concentrate on knocking Melanthios off her petard. Anything else I can do, you let me know,” responded Zeemeld.

      Sandi took them out of Rose Arbour, she too wishing them the best of luck. They crossed the meadow and descended the wall of vines. But as they were walking back to the Manor, Laurel suddenly stopped, holding her index finger over her lips and softly hissed, “Shhhhh.” Everyone wordlessly came to a halt and look expectantly at Laurel. At this point, they were behind some trees in front of the manor. Carefully and without sound, they crept up behind two large oaks right in front of Laurel’s front garden.

      The voices of two or three men could be heard coming from different areas around the manor. One man walked around to the front of the house--Laurel stared at him intently, her jaw set firmly.

      “They’re part of a Witch Hunt,” she whispered. “You can see the ropes hanging from his belt and the club in his hand. They try to quietly sneak up, knock you out and tie you up. Then you vanish, often never to be heard from again.” Thaddeus, Persy, Laurel and P-C crouched down further behind the trees.

      A second later, another voice was heard which Thaddeus recognized right away. He whipped his head around to follow it to its source and there, leaning against the fence, his arms crossed over his chest, was Wolfgang Kerdling.
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      “He ratted us out. That slime-bucket.” growled Persy, quietly.

      Laurel glowered at Wolfgang. “I always knew he was a problem child...but I never...” she didn’t, couldn’t, finish. Shock was still running through her. “We have no choice. We’ll Time-Linx back to your time, Persy and prepare you and Thaddeus and your new defences with Angelica’s help. It’s probably a good idea anyway. That daughter of mine is pretty tricky in her own right.”

      En masse, they crept back through the trees to the meadow and the Time-Linx portal. Laurel popped them back to the Munz realm while Benson hopped into Persy’s pocket as the inevitable “Totus Temporis” chants started once again. P-C had already scampered to the other side of the meadow to hide, until he was energetically alerted they were coming back. “Won’t be for long,” Thaddeus promised him. “We’ll be back in a day or two.”

      They exited from under the waterfalls and Angelica and Robert arrived to meet them.

      Laurel, Persy and Thaddeus got Robert and Angelica caught up with the Council news and the traitorous Wolfgang.

      “Unbelievable,” Angelica cried, saddened because she knew the complications this was going to have on Persy’s quest. “Trouble is, he’s lived with Willow and Melanthios for such a long time, but none of us paid him much attention. Who’d have thought him this treacherous? That he’d actually be one of the Magicals who are on the Hunt’s payroll.

      “Yeah,” agreed Thaddeus. “He was pretty miserable when we were young, but I just never gave him much thought. I simply avoided him. What a puke he is.”

      Laurel said “No use worrying about what’s been done. We’ll work here a couple of days and when I go back, I’m sure the hunters will have gone. They’re not going to wait forever at the Manor. They’ll try coming back from time to time to catch us. I’ll just place a solid energy veil around the house. It won’t be around me personally, so I won’t fatigue, but I will have to stay out of sight when I am there. Actually, now that I think of it, I may Time-Linx to Vadoma and watch our warriors through her scrying.” she smiled at Persy and Thaddeus.

      Laurel’s plans were loosely formed, but the main thrust of the next two days was in reviewing and training Persy and Thaddeus. Angelica and Laurel worked them from dawn to dusk while Robert took care of meals and nosy neighbours. Explosions of coloured auras, smoke and sprays of white light were put down to Persy’s cousin Thaddeus’ new interest in becoming the next Criss Angel. Chalking it up to “child’s play”, even Biddy Mayfair stopped perching herself in the hedges.

      On the third day, it was time. Together they decided the plan of action and it began to unfold, very early in the morning. Persy, Thaddeus and Benson would Time-Linx back to Laurel’s meadow and were to head straight for the Forest of Depravation. Laurel, would join them to the meadow, but then was going to check on the Manor, put a Veil around it, and Time-Linx back to Vadoma’s to watch the reclamation of the Cimaruta.

      Persy, Thaddeus and Laurel left an enormously worried Angelica and Robert at the waterfalls.

      “She knows so much,” stated Angelica, “but, I’ll never know if it’s enough.”

      Robert was more confident. “I know you’re worried, but Persy’s a very talented and quick-witted witch. Thaddeus is no slouch, either. I don’t think Melanthios knows what she’s up against, Angelica. I really feel good about the kids’ preparation; they’re ready.” He put his arm around her and gave her a loving squeeze.

      At the other end of the Linx, Laurel did an inventory recount, making sure Persy and Thaddeus had all they were supposed to have for the final thrust of this mission.

      “Yes, Grandmother,” sighed Persy, getting a little chippy at having gone over everything, ad nauseam, both now and for the past few days. “We have it all, we’re ready, really.”

      Laurel looked down at both of them and their two familiars. “Fine, if you’re sure then I guess saying ‘take care’ is redundant at this point. I’ll be watching, every step and I love you both.” She hugged them and Persy and a shocked Thaddeus turned into the Forest of Depravation followed by P-C and an airborne Benson.

      Thaddeus and Persy looked at each other sideways, their backs to Laurel and grinned knowingly. As terrifying as this adventure promised to be, they were finally on their own to do it. Prove to everyone that they’re not only capable, but determined to be successful without any more adult input. Enough already.

      They weren’t in the Forest more than five minutes when both Persy and Thaddeus detected the drastic temperature drop and the mists developing along either side of them from the Forest floor.

      “Uh-oh,” stated Thaddeus grimly. “Guess who.”

      “Hey, Julius, look what blows in when you don’t wall the forest up,” said Marc chuckling, slowly solidifying.

      “Very funny, Marc,” said Persy. “Bet you slayed them at ‘Saturday Night Live at the Coliseum’.”

      “As a matter of fact, Yappicus Muchicus, I held my own,” Marc retorted, looking down his nose at Persy. “I held my own.”

      “Is it puzzle time?” P-C asked obliviously, looking expectantly at Julius.

      “You bet, you pink precious,” Cleo chimed in from behind P-C. The lady spectres manifested simultaneously.

      Benson, not to be ignored, “Right, then...let’s ‘ave it.”

      This time Nefertiti questioned them. Very excited, she began, “After having eaten their lunch in a park, a couple of twentieth century dwarf children were playing with a plastic ball, when it accidentally rolled into a hole, not much bigger in diameter than the ball itself and about four feet deep. They looked down at the ball in horror. It was a gift from the girl’s grandfather, and she knew there’ll be a lot of static for her if she lost it. Now, as you know, dwarves tend to have thick fingers and short arms, so try as both of the children do, they couldn’t get the ball out. What do they do?” she paused.

      “Oh, oh...I know,” cried P-C. “They get a very thin stick, shove it down the hole at the side of the ball and kind of flick it out.”

      “Nope, not enough room,” said Julius.

      “Got it,” exclaimed Benson. “They got sumpfink sticky like gum or pine resin...fix it on the end of a stick and then poke it down the hole and bring up the ball which gets stuck to the goo.”

      Nefertiti whirled in delight at another wrong answer, “Nope, the ball, even though plastic is too heavy for that.”

      Persy and Thaddeus were standing close to one another, muttering some ideas back and forth.

      “One has to figure a way to get the ball out on its own,” Persy quietly suggested to Thaddeus.

      “Yeah,” he agreed, “but what can grab it and bring it out?”

      “No, I mean, really, on its...own,” Persy repeated.

      “Okay, how ‘bout this?”  P-C suggested, “what if you pay a squirrel a few nuts to go get it? They’re small enough...or...maybe a chipmunk?”

      Persy responded by rolling her eyes; Thaddeus chortled. P-C turned and scowled at both of them, crossing his hands over his chest and giving out a loud “Humph.”

      “Can’t be done,” Benson said flatly.

      Persy’s eyes all of a sudden widen and glint knowingly. She remembered that no information in these puzzles is given without reason. The kids have their lunch at this park. What significance does that have? What could they have because of that?

      She got it.

      “Plastic floats,” she cried out. “If they have water bottles with their lunch they can use the water, or get more at a park fountain, pour it into the hole and the ball will float to the top.”

      “Nuts!” screeched Marc. “That’s right.” He’s not amused that Persy, of all people, figured it out first.

      “Good one, Persy,” said Thaddeus. “Right, gang, we’re off.” They started down the pathway again, while the ghosts slowly faded away.

      “Next time, Smarticus Butticus,” they heard Marc grumble in a fading voice.

      The rest of the walk through the Forest was uneventful. They noticed the odd gnome or brownie scurry along the side of the pathway, watching them out of curiosity.

      At the edge of the Forest, they stood in the shadows of the trees, staring at looming Bodesnoir, knowing that their next move would commit them to a skirmish with Melanthios. Both Persy and Thaddeus, although no less confident in their chances, were nevertheless not foolish enough to expect they’d annihilate Melanthios on this first encounter. The goal here was simply three-fold. Get in, get the Cimaruta and get out--alive.

      “Ok. Let’s make this quick, One Energy Veil coming up,” Persy said, taking out her wand.

      “Wait, Persy,” said Thaddeus, “when you cast the spell, each of us should hold the Red Crystal Seed for strength, hopefully that will slow the exhaustion. Last time we only just made it into the castle.” Thaddeus took it out of its sac and held it in his hand as Persy tapped him and said, ‘Tegos’.

      “Ah, so you’re not just another pretty face,” she grinned and repeated the process on herself and P-C.

      They made their way as quickly as possible to the steps and up to the doors, Persy’s hand and P-C’s paw over Thaddeus’ and the Red Seed, fearing the usual energy loss, but in fact were pleasantly surprised that they arrived feeling not too drained at all. Thaddeus’s idea worked.

      The trolls on guard today were no more Einsteinian than their predecessors, which of course played into Persy’s and Thaddeus’s plans perfectly. The knuckle-draggers were dozing against the walls on either side of the doors. Thaddeus was able to quietly unlatch one door and they all slipped inside the castle.

      A very quick ‘Lexos!’ on each of them, reversed the Veil. The three looked around the entrance hall for Benson, who sat on a bureau against the wall to the left of the door. Voices were suddenly heard from beyond the balcony in front of them. Thaddeus noticed a small alcove before the bureau on the left, tugged on Persy’s arm and signalled to P-C. They tucked themselves in just before Melanthios appeared at the top of the right staircase. She walked down the stairs, talking to someone over her shoulder that Persy and Thaddeus couldn’t see. All they could hear is ‘clomp, clomp, clomp--shuffle’ over and over again. That pattern, thought Benson, that wasn’t new to him.

      “Have you seen Gormund, Tash? I’ve been looking all over for him. Gobbuskins. They make useful slaves, but you can never find them when you want them. I know Laurel and those meddlesome, menacing brats are up to something, but she’s doing a good job shielding their whereabouts. Got to make sure we are on watch for any uninvited guests,” Melanthios said as she came closer to Persy, Thaddeus and P-C. Benson was hidden in Persy’s pocket again.

      The clomp, clomp, clomp, shuffle resumed, coming down the stairs. “I’ve not seen heem in a day or zo. Hee never acknowledges me...just drags by...staring ahead of heemself. Very dull. Very dull indeed. I can never tell eef ‘e’s dead or alive,” said Natasha.

      “Technically, yeah, you’re right, but a handy grunt,” Melanthios commented. She reached the entrance way and moved under the balcony, down a hall on the right side. Melanthios stopped a few steps in and pointed her wand. “Accoutos.” she called, then followed with “Gormund. That should get his attention.”

      At the end of the hall, Persy and Thaddeus heard a heavy door open and a slow schlumping gait started toward Melanthios.

      “Argh, Get the lead out, Gormund. Let’s not watch my hair grow,” Melanthios spat out, irritably.

      Gormund finally arrived in the entrance hall, head bowed and would not look at Melanthios. He was exactly like those they had seen through Vadoma’s crystal ball, but this one had red hair, also matted and filthy.

      “Come upstairs, Gormund. I need to talk to you about the placement of the other Gobbuskins around Bodesnoir. I want to know the first sign of anyone trying to get near us.” Melanthios turned to head back up the stairs, to her garret.

      Just then, Benson had an overwhelming need to sneeze. It happened without warning and nothing could be done about it. Tiny as the sound is, it was not missed by Melanthios. Tash’s ‘spidey sense’ must have tingled, too, as she turned toward the alcove.

      “What?” screeched Melanthios, swishing over to them before Persy or Thaddeus could react.

      Persy pointed her wand, saying “Van...” but Melanthios was faster. “Disarm.” she shouted. A short, but quite effective spell. Persy’s wand tumbled from her hand.

      “Fixatious.” Melanthios shouted on her backswing. No one in Persy’s group could move, not even Benson. Melanthios caught them all. She retrieved Persy’s wand.

      Melanthios conjured up silver ropes and a small cage on the floor in front of her. “Gormund, use these to bind them and stick the bug in the cage,” she demanded.

      “DON’T CALL ME BUG!” screamed Benson. Melanthios completely ignored him.

      Gormund did as Melanthios instructed. When he was done he stepped back and she called out “Activius.” which gave them back their movement, although it was severely restricted by the bindings.

      “Take them up to my room, Gormund,” Melanthios commanded. Gormund grabbed the ends of the ropes around Persy, Thaddeus and P-C; carried Benson’s cage up the stairs, dragging the others.

      Melanthios noticed that Tash hadn’t said anything. “You’re unusually quiet, Tash,” Melanthios observed.

      “I am just too deesgusted zat zees intruders got into ze castle. Ze trolls and Gobbuskeens need to be punished...or at ze least, be made to take ze refresher course in ze art of guarding. Zey steenk!  Eez terreeble!” She clomped-shuffled back up the stairs, following Gormund. Melanthios grinned a little, looked around the entrance hall and went up last.

      In Melanthios’ garret, Gormund flung Persy, Thaddeus and P-C on the floor and perched Benson’s cage near the shape-shifter who was curled in the same corner as Benson had last seen her.

      Melanthios tried questioning them for hours. Where had they been? Who was helping them? What did Laurel and Angelica show them? What do they know about Melanthios’ plans? On and on it went. Tash settled in another corner of the room. Melanthios obviously preferred to do her own dirty work. She even tried to read their minds, smacking her hand on Persy’s forehead and then Thaddeus’s, concentrating on flushing out their thoughts. But the last few days, studying the “Secrets of the Stregheri” with Laurel and Angelica paid off. There, they learned to block their minds and thoughts. Melanthios got nothing. P-C was of no use to her, either. He simply knew nothing.

      Frustrated, Melanthios stomped to the back of the room and slid a portion of the wall aside to reveal a secret doorway.

      “Gormund. Chuck them all down here,” she shrieked. “A little waltz with my Energy Vampires will loosen their tongues. Either that or they can just waste away down there. At this point, I couldn’t care less which way it goes.”

      Again, Gormund grabbed their ropes and the cage. As they got nearer to the door, Persy and Thaddeus could see a spiral chute which was just inside the doorway. Gormund pushed them through the door and down the chute, tossing the cage in after them, then slammed the door shut.

      Persy, Thaddeus and P-C whooshed down the chute for about a hundred feet and Benson clunked and bounced all the way down. They landed together in a heap on a cold, damp stone floor.

      “Oy,” groaned Benson. “I fink all me body parts are out of order. That Gormund, ‘e’s a right nutter, ‘e is.” He turned himself over onto his feet and tested each wing, leg and section.

      P-C, Persy and Thaddeus untangled themselves as best they could with their arms tied to their sides. P-C stayed lying in his side, but Persy and Thaddeus managed to right themselves.

      “Well, the good news is, Melanthios forgot to take my wand,” Thaddeus said. “The bad news is I can’t reach it. It’s in my back pocket.”

      “Well,” P-C grunted. “I think I can reach it. Hold still.” P-C wriggled himself closer to Thaddeus and with his sharp dragon teeth was able to maneuver the wand from Thaddeus’ pocket and drop it onto the floor close to Thaddeus. However, P-C’s hot dragon breath gave Thaddeus a rather warm bottom.

      “Thanks, ol’ buddy,” said a relieved Thaddeus. “I’m just glad you didn’t take much longer, I could have been dealing with toasted buns.” P-C giggled and blushed.

      Thaddeus ‘bum-walked’ the few inches to his wand and reached for it. “Liberatum,” he called and all their ropes fall away. They got up and stretched. Persy ran over and opened the cage for Benson. He crawled out slowly, trying to get his body in working order again. It was then that they took note of their surroundings.

      They were in a cave with moisture-slicked rock walls. It was high and large, about the size of a basketball court. In the centre was a dark, slime-coated pool. There was a dense, foot high mist hovering over the sulphurous, decay-filled water. The air was dank and quite frankly, smelled like an outhouse.

      “Ugh,” P-C groaned, covering his nose. “What IS this place?”

      “I dunno,” Thaddeus said, “but whatever lives here, either has no sense of smell or really gets off on dead stuff.”

      Benson chimed in, “It sure does reek in here. How about we find a way out?”

      “Good plan, Benson,” said Persy. She was concentrating on the mists over the stagnant pool. “Why don’t you check around where we can’t very easily, like near the top of the cave?” Benson flew off into the darkness of the cave’s ceiling.

      “Thad,” Persy said quietly. “Watch the mists, they’re thinning out and kind of oozing this way.”

      Thaddeus turned to see where Persy was looking. Not only were the mists thinning and moving, but they were dividing into separate clumps of mist. P-C, who was standing closest to the pool, was the first to be attacked. One hunk of mist enveloped P-C’s body from head to toe.

      “Ahhhhhhhh,” P-C uttered as he fell to the floor once again.

      “Energy Vampires,” cried Thaddeus. “This is what Melanthios was talking about. Persy. Take my hand.” Persy gripped Thaddeus’s hand and he put his leg out for P-C to grab. He yelled “Vanquesta!” touching them all with his wand. They vanished. But Energy Vampires suck the energy out of you, and unfortunately do NOT have to see the one they are attacking. An invisibility spell was of no use. They reversed the spell.

      Two mounds of the infernal mist were oozing toward Persy and Thaddeus. Persy’s eyes were fixed on their approach, when they heard a very loud flapping from the ceiling of the cave.

      “Yikes,” yelled Benson. “I’m going to be lunch.” and he zoomed down to sit on Persy’s shoulder. He now caught sight of the imminent mist. “What the...?” He wasn’t sure to watch it or follow the flapping above. His choice was quickly made for him. The flapping ceased right beside Persy. A very cold aura surrounded them. The Energy Vampires stopped in their tracks. A loud ‘CRACK’ was heard and there, to their immediate right, stood Murph with Bran on his shoulder.

      Murph’s face was not the thing of beauty Persy met at Vadoma’s vardo.

      It was contorted in an evil grimace, teeth and fangs bared, eyes the colour of fresh blood and a very prominent, scowling forehead. Persy would not have known it was Murph if it wasn’t for his elegant suit and Bran.

      Murph hissed and growled at the Energy Vampires. He raised his arms outward at a forty-five degree angle from his shoulders, holding the ends of his cape, making him look like a rabid bat. It was enough for the Energy Vampires. All three retreated back to the pool and settled down, hanging over its surface.

      “Murph! Bran!” cried Persy. “How did you find us? How did you scare the Energy Vampires? Do they know you? What?”

      “Hang on, sweet-cheeks,” Murph smiled. “One question at a time. Those Energy Vampires and I, well we kind of run in the same circles. But honestly? They’re puppies. When it comes to sapping blood or energy, ya just can’t beat a three hundred year old blood-sucking vampire. I may be a poof, but I can out-bitch the best of them and don’t they know it. And how? Vadoma saw this starting and sent us. There’s an opening at the top of the cave which your bug here hadn’t reached yet.”

      “NOT a bug!” growled Benson. Murph turned to him and waggled his eyebrows.

      Thaddeus, in the flurry of events, barely having time to think, now reacted, slightly shocked at Murph’s appearance. “But I thought no one is allowed to help us. How do you plan to answer to the Magical Council?” he asked Murph.

      “I don’t have to answer to any Council. I’m not really a Magical Folk, am I?” His gorgeous face was back and he eyed Thaddeus up and downed with a silken sideways glance.

      “I live in another dimension from you, and live a long, long time. But have few magical powers to speak of. I mean, I’d be very little threat to Melanthios, would I? I’d never get close enough to bite her, so not much help. Except in a situation like this, with my own kind, so to speak.”

      “Ah, I see,” said Persy. “Well, thanks a bunch for showing up when you did.”

      “Ah-hem,” said Thaddeus clearing his throat and desperately wanting Murph’s attention diverted away from him. “OK, back to finding a way out.” Thaddeus started walking away from the pool to check the walls for doorways. P-C followed him while Persy and Murph checked the other side of the pool. Benson flitted back and forth, trying to be with whoever found something first.

      As luck would have it, it was Thaddeus. Along the side of one of the walls he was searching, was a semi-circular step; the other half of it appeared to have been built inside the wall. On the step was a stone pedestal basin, again only half of this could be seen. Over the basin was a very dark, smoky mirror in which shadows were definitely moving. Thaddeus stepped up onto the dais to have a closer look at the basin and into the mirror. He called to Persy and Murph.

      “Hey, you guys, come have a look at this.” They turned just in time to see Thaddeus disappear into the wall, as the step he was on, grated on the stone below it and turned into the cave wall, leaving nothing but a flat surface where the step, basin, mirror and Thaddeus had been.

      P-C stepped back when the stone started to move. Benson was over with Persy and couldn’t make it back in time to go with Thaddeus. It all happened too quickly. Persy and Murph came running, but the wall was completely closed.

      “Oh, no,” cried Persy. “Where’s he gone?”

      “Who knows?” Murph said. “Let’s see if we can find a trigger to rotate the basin back to us.” He started palming his hands all over the wall where the step and basin had been a few seconds ago. Persy followed suit, as does P-C, while Benson crawled over the surface, looking for cracks to indicate where the doorway was. They patted, pushed, scraped and clawed at the wall. Nothing was there. It was as if it never existed in the first place. After about forty-five minutes, they stopped, frustrated and peeved.

      “There has to be a way,” declared Persy.

      “Yep,” agreed Murph. “But darned if I can see it.”

      “Yeah, and the thing is, Thaddeus has the only wand. Melanthios took mine,” said Persy, sitting down on the cave floor with her knees bent as she put her head on her knees to think.

      “You know,” Persy said thoughtfully, “I don’t know where Thaddeus is or how to find him; or where in this granite loony-bin Melanthios is and I don’t have my wand. So the only thing I can think of is to use the Sapphire of Truth which the Magus gave us. What do you think, Murph?”

      “Sapphire away, my pretty,” said Murph. “Sapphire away.”

      Persy stood, feeling hopeful. She took the Sapphire of Truth out of her pocket, slipped it from the little black velvet bag it was in. She held it to her forehead and turned in a slow circle, and was able to see everything going on in the castle. She stared at the wall where Thaddeus had vanished. On the other side was a vast cave, like an underground cemetery with hundreds of Gobbuskins, standing, sitting or leaning on tombstones as if they were waiting for something. Gormund had Thaddeus held around his neck with a knife poised across his throat; Gormund too was waiting for something. Persy could sense he was not going to harm Thaddeus, for now. Persy noticed a glint in the wall just over where the hidden door was located. It was golden in colour, similar to fool’s gold. She assumed it was the trigger to get into the room Thaddeus was in, but before she pressed it, she wanted to know where Melanthios was.

      She continued to turn and looked up as she knew she would find Melanthios on an upper level of the castle. Persy located her in her garret, quietly poring over a mound of books on her table. The room was permeated with a thin black fog, much stronger around Melanthios, which Persy took to indicate the Sapphire’s depiction of the evil energy in that room. Persy continued to look around picking out the varying levels of this black fog.

      Willow (Persy assumed, as she never met her) was in a tower room sorting through herbs. Persy caught the shape-shifter down in one of the dungeons, talking with the spider. The Sapphire picked up so many persona’s for her that they flitted through Persy’s vision lightening fast, so none could be completely discerned. There were several incidences of very black mounds, as if some other creatures were about, but curled up sleeping.

      Murph looked at her when she put the Sapphire away. “And Survey Says?” he quipped.

      “I’ve found the trigger to the door, I think.” Persy rubbed her eyes, dry from staring so long.

      “Melanthios is up in her room, but she’ll be down in heartbeat if we create a ruckus. So we’re going to have to be quick. Gormund, the head Gobbuskin has Thaddeus in a head lock with a knife across his throat. He’s standing just to the right of the doorway. Let’s focus on surprising him and hopefully he’ll drop his grip on Thaddeus. P-C, when we go through, stand in front of us; and just breathe fire, to scare the rest of the undead in there. Benson, fly over to the staircase at the front of the room and look for Melanthios. I’m sure that’s the way she’ll come down.”

      Persy walked over to the wall and slowly dragged her forefinger along the wall to find the depression where she had seen the golden glint. She connected and pushed. The wall swung around and the basin/mirror and dais came back through to their side. The three of them jumped on the step and Benson sat on Persy’s shoulder. In seconds the whole structure turned back into the wall.

      Murph was the first through and sprung off the dais with his vampire face on, growling to shock Gormund, who jumped back dropping his knife, but not before he nicked Thaddeus’ throat. Persy was next, saw the blood trickling down Thaddeus’ neck, panicked and let out a small scream. Murph’s eyes shone disturbingly, focusing on Thaddeus’ throat as he lunged toward Gormund. Persy jumped off the step, following Murph, while P-C stood between them and the rest of the Gobbuskins, breathing out warning puffs of fire. Benson soared to the front stairs.

      “Thar she blows,” Benson called as Melanthios appeared at the top of the front staircase.

      Persy watched Melanthios literally fly down the stairs, but out of the corner of her eye, saw Gormund recover and reach forward for Thaddeus. Murph ran in front of him, throwing a handful of what looked like sand at Gormund’s chest. Gormund stopped cold in his tracks, turned and walked toward the cemetery, leaving Thaddeus standing there holding his throat.

      Melanthios screamed from the bottom step, “Attack them! Catch them!” She waved her wand at the mass of Gobbuskins.

      The undead creatures turned toward Persy and the gang as they were high-tailing it for the back steps to get out of the room. Murph was in the rear, turning and throwing handfuls of salt at the oncoming Gobbuskins. The ones he hit, turned and went back to the graveyard area...some were even crawling into the graves.

      “Don’t let them get away, you fools!” bellowed Melanthios. Then she raised her wand and was about to throw some curse at them, when Thaddeus turned back just in time to shout, “Fixatious!” The spell mostly missed Melanthios, except for her left leg which seemed to freeze in place as she started to chase them. She fell over with a thud, giving the group time to make it up the stairs and start along the hallway to her garret.

      “Just a sec,” panted Thaddeus as he momentarily stopped. “Join hands.” They held hands and he did a “Vanquesta” on them collectively, making them invisible while they were running along the halls. They made it to Melanthios’ room. Persy whipped out the Hagstone, looked through it at the mirror and was able to see the Cimaruta. She pried it out with her fingers and handed it to Murph.

      “Here,” she panted, “do your bat thing, take this to Vadoma. We’re going to have to figure our way out.”

      No need to tell Murph twice. He morphed into a bat with the Cimaruta slung around his neck. Bran and he flew out the same window Benson had hidden in on his last visit. They were specks in the sky in seconds.

      “Okay,” stated Thaddeus heading toward the door “Let’s move it.”

      “Wait,” Persy said, “I see my wand.” She spotted it lying on the table with the books Melanthios has been going through. They were all on cauldrons. Cauldrons? Persy quickly registered as she ran over and picked up her wand. “Right. We’re history,” she blurted, following Thaddeus and P-C down the hallway.

      Twenty feet or so down the hallway they heard ‘clomp, clomp’ but not like that huge spider--it was different.

      P-C noticed first. “Look, there’s the unicorn we helped get away from that rotten Wolfgang kid.” Sure enough, Chamelor came into view.

      “Chamelor,” said Persy, “what are you doing here? Aren’t you afraid of Melanthios capturing you?”

      “Miserable witch stole one of our colts. I’m trying to find him,” said Chamelor. “I got in as a bug, just missed that over-grown Hungarian spider or whatever she is. Can’t find the colt down at the stables, so I figure she has him up here somewhere. Haven’t seen him I suppose?”

      “No,” Thaddeus said. “We’re just trying to get out. We’re done here.”

      “I saw Melanthios just now, going down the hallway under the balcony. It leads to a number of rooms at the back of the castle, so she could be anywhere down in that area. But her steps seemed to go on for ages, so I think she’s way in the back. That could give you time to get out of here.”

      “Wow, Thanks Chamelor,” cried Persy. “C’mon.” she shouted over her shoulder to Thaddeus and P-C.

      Chamelor carried on down the hallway back in the direction they had come from. Persy had a flash of thought of how he had suddenly blended with the darkened passageway.

      They came to the end of the hallway, to the balcony over the main entrance. Persy and Thaddeus peered around the corner very slowly to see if anyone was in the entranceway. The front door was slightly ajar and no one was in sight.

      “Benson, you fly out, make sure no one is in the front courtyard,” ordered Persy. “We’ll be ready to put our Energy Veil on, like we did before Thad, with your crystal seed to get the heck out of here.”

      “Right!”

      They waited for Benson to return to give them the all clear.

      “You’re good to go,” Benson told them.

      Persy and Thaddeus put the Veil on themselves and P-C and start down the stairs. They crept quietly through the front door, past the doltish duo, down the stone steps and were crossing the courtyard after removing the Veil, when “CRACK”. A bolt of black lightning shocked them into immobility.

      A mini-tornado of dark clouds and high winds appeared in front of them, nearly bowling them over. From the middle of this, Melanthios made her grand entrance.

      “Not, so fast you thieving brats. How DARE you steal from me,” she screeched. Melanthios swooshed her wand around in a circle over her head. Thousands of coloured sparks flew in all directions. Those landing on Persy, Thaddeus or P-C burned like acid.

      “Ahhhhhh,” yelled P-C, jumping around all over the courtyard. He breathed fire in retaliation, but Melanthios was moving too fast to be caught.

      Thaddeus batted at the sparks on his clothes which were sizzling into the fabric. “Fixatious!” He aimed his wand at Melanthios, but missed.

      Melanthios called “Duplious,” swirling her wand over her head once more. In a flash there was at least ten ‘Melanthios’ dispersed over the courtyard. Thaddeus looked around, not knowing where to aim a spell or curse.

      Persy’s palms were sweating. She knew she had to act fast to stop Melanthios from doing any real damage to any of them. She hesitated, unsure of what spell to use, or what action to take next.

      Melanthios took aim at Thaddeus and screamed, “Terminata!” The Death Spell.

      Thaddeus collapsed. Persy saw a whirling fog around him, mentally registering that it was not something normally associated with the Death Spell. No time to think, though.

      “NOOOOOOOOOOO!” Persy wailed. In a nanosecond, grief and horror were buried by fury. Her adrenaline levels went ballistic, her heart raced, face flushed and she snatched the Hagstone from her chest, looked through it and saw the real Melanthios standing some five feet to her left. “Storpiare!” Persy aimed and hit.

      Melanthios fell to her knees, unable to stand or even move. “Fixatious!” Persy followed, having severely maimed Melanthios, she figured that to freeze her was good insurance.

      P-C, Benson and Persy charged to Thaddeus’ side. He was motionless. Gone. The three of them collapsed on Thaddeus’ chest, Persephane’s deep heartfelt sobs, drowned out even P-C’s loud wailing.
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      Persy raised her head when she heard a slight whoosh of wind. Laurel appeared instantaneously.

      “Grandmother, oh, Grandmother. It’s Thad. Look,” Persy cried, her face soaked in tears.

      “Persephane, my dear. Don’t,” said Laurel softly, wrapping her arms around Persy. “It’s okay, look.” She said pointing to Thaddeus.

      Persy looked at Thaddeus closely and could see his eyeballs moving side to side under his closed lids. P-C and Benson also bent over to have a peek.

      “What...?” stammered Persy.

      “I’m sorry Persephane,” Laurel apologized, “but you were losing focus and I needed to fire you up. I Tunnelled in just as Melanthios threw the Death Spell. She actually missed completely. I touched Thaddeus with this thorn dipped in tetrodoxin, a poison from the puffer fish, which in very dilute concentrations simulates death for a time.” Laurel showed Persy a tiny thorn lying in the palm of her hand.

      “I had to make both you and Melanthios believe that Thaddeus was dead. You’re a very talented witch, Persy, dear, but nothing strengthens any energetic endeavour like strong emotion. For that split second you hated Melanthios more than words could say. That’s what gave you the edge to throw those spells accurately and with focused power. I’m so sorry to put you through this, but now you’ll always know your abilities and how to maximize them.”

      Thaddeus groaned slightly and flicked his eyes.

      “Yay!” called P-C hopping around and clapping his paws.

      “Well, ya’ gave us quite a fright there, mate,” Benson said, settling on Thaddeus’ shoulder waiting for him to come to.

      Persy sat up and wiped her face. She smiled at Thaddeus, “What a trip, eh, dude? And Grandmother, I’d really appreciate a head’s up when you’re planning another of these charades.”

      “Wouldn’t work, then. Would it?” Laurel responded.

      Thaddeus sat up and rubbed his shoulder where Laurel punctured him with the thorn. “What was Zeemeld saying about puncture wounds?” he asked Persy.

      “Oh, yeah...Ledum...here,” she replied, rummaging around in the bag of remedies to find the right one for Thaddeus. “It’ll take away the pain from where the thorn entered.”

      Melanthios, meanwhile was starting to move slightly, a twitch here and there.

      “Hold my hands,” commanded Laurel. “We’ve got to move.”

      They all grabbed a part of her hands and she called out, “Eogorum!” They then Tunnelled back to the Time-Linx portal.

      “Aw,” said P-C “No puzzles.”

      “Yes, well, I want to get these three home,” Laurel stated. “P-C go hide and rest for a day. I’ll be back soon,” she said gently.

      Laurel, Persy, Thaddeus and Benson Traversed to the Munz world then Time-Linxed back to Rockmanor, where once again, Angelica and Robert were patiently waiting, along with Vadoma, Murph and Bran. There were heartfelt congratulations all around.

      “Here.” Murph said as he placed the Cimaruta around Persy’s neck. “Glad to help, but it clashes with everything in my wardrobe.”

      Back at the house, Robert put together a wonderful BBQ, while Benson and Bran hunted down their own dinners. Benson still wasn’t convinced that Bran didn’t consider him a tasty menu item, so he stayed on the opposite side of the garden.

      Persy and Thaddeus were left at the end of the evening on the back porch, ruminating their dinner and chatting quietly.

      “You know, Perse…you know what we should do?” asked Thad.

      “What?”

      Thad straightened in his chair, then placed his elbows on his knees, leaning over to her. “We should go find our parents.”

      Persy’s eyes bulged. “Are you nuts? Gran and Mom would have a cow. They’d never let us do that.”

      “Why would they have to know? We can Time-Linx now. We do research, maybe at the Tomes Collection, determine the most likely spots they’d be and go. After all, when we get back, no one’s the wiser, cuz we get back pretty much the same time as when we left.”

      Persy stared at him, brain whirling. “Maybe. That’s all I’m saying. Maybe.”

      Thad leaned back in his seat, hands behind his head. “Yeah. We could do it. Yep.” He grinned widely. They said nothing for a good ten minutes.

      “It still amazes me it’s over,” Thaddeus commented. “We got the Cimaruta back. Too cool for words.”

      Persy didn’t answer right away. She seemed miles away.

      “Perse?”

      Persy blinked and looked at him. “Yeah, it’s great we have the Cimaruta back,” she stopped, then finished. “But she knows where it is, Thad. She knows where it is.”
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